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Abstract

This research explores the motivations and meanings of mountain bikers living in the
Queenstown Lake District, Aotearoa New Zealand. Through a phenomenological paradigm,
this research follows a qualitative methodology. Data for this research was gained through an
ethnographic process, involving interviews, observations, and a self-practice of mountain
biking. Semi-structured interviews were used to gain insight into mountain bikers' personal
experiences. Observations were conducted to examine numerous aspects of mountain bikers'
lifestyles. Observations were conducted at mountain bike tracks, mountain biking events, and
social events; e.g. barbecues and bars. Self-practice by myself, the researcher, was used as an
attempt to gain further insight into the subjective experiences of embodied action. The data
was analysed via grounded theory to allow themes to emerge. Numerous themes came to
light during data analysis. They reveal some of the ways mountain biking affects participants'
lives. Some of the prominent themes to emerge were physical and mental health, connection
to nature, stress relief, social connection and identity. The state of flow and deep embodied
action mountain bikers experience, appears to promote long-term engagement. The above
themes are strongly associated with overall wellbeing. They indicate that mountain biking
offers a holistic approach to maintaining a well-balanced life. This research will give some
insight into why mountain bikers continue to participate in a risky and physically demanding

sport over long periods of time.

Keywords: Mountain biking, wellbeing, nature, phenomenology, embodiment, extreme sport;

adventure sport.
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Chapter One

“Life is like riding a bicycle. To keep your balance, you must keep moving.”

— Albert Einstein?

1.1 Thesis Introduction

Many of us live in a world of comfort. We commute to work in airconditioned or heated cars
and buses, travelling through seamless and predictable streams of grey streets, arriving at
work then to sit in a temperature-controlled office to work on a computer. While on break or
in line for coffee, we scroll through our technologically wondrous and addictive smartphones.
At the end of the day, we weave back through the concrete jungle, arriving home exhausted,
after not actually completing anything physically demanding, only to collapse on the couch.
At home, we again sit in front of screens scrolling through numerous streaming services
offering us more options of entertainment than has been conceivable throughout our history.
We can obtain food from the click of a button. We bathe in warm water from a twist of a nob.
Even those of us on the lower rungs of the middle class have instant access to luxuries that
the Rothschilds of 100 years ago would not have dreamed of. Why is it then, living in this life

of luxury many are so depressed?

Rates of depression in New Zealand and the Western world are continuing to rise into the
twenty-first century (WHO, 2019, 2020). Undoubtedly there are many reasons and factors at
play contributing to this situation. In the short term, the global pandemic has disrupted many
peoples’ lives. Long-term there has been increased urbanisation, resulting in a disengagement

from the natural world. Another pertinent factor is an increase in technology. Technology has

! (Einstein, 2016)



greatly reduced physical labour in both the work environment and home life (Hansda, 2017).
The computer revolution has increased seated screen engagement during employment
(LeBlanc et al., 2017). While the smartphone, streaming services, and video games have
resulted in ever-increasing docile leisure time (Mellecker, McManus, Lanningham-Foster, &
Levine, 2009). Alongside this sedentariness, a lack of fluctuating emotions, and poor
perceptual processing can lead to a tendency to dwell in the higher reaches of cognitive
function, impacting mental health. (Dickson, Ciesla, & Zelic, 2017; Levens, Muhtadie, &
Gotlib, 2009; Philippot & Brutoux, 2008) Commentators have argued, these factors
contribute to rates of depression occurring in the developed world, this is throughout the most
affluent societies ever to exist (Hansda, 2017; LeBlanc et al., 2017; Mellecker et al., 2009;

Philippot & Brutoux, 2008).

1.2 Introducing the Researcher
Some years ago, before my entrance into academia, | joined a mountain biking trip with two
friends. We spent three days riding the Redwoods in Rotorua. It was a great trip where |
made many improvements in my riding. On one particularly steep descent, | found myself in
a precarious situation. My rear wheel began to lift off the ground. My body weight was
starting to send me over my handlebars, and | was convinced that in an instant | would be
lying on the ground absorbed in pain. However, | somehow managed to roll down the steep
hill solely on my front wheel. After several metres my rear wheel made contact with the
ground. I rode-out safely.

Even years after this trip, what | found perplexing was that despite several days of
amazing riding, those few seconds on my front wheel remained vividly in my mind. But why
did I have such affection for this experience? As an ill-educated adrenaline junkie, a deeper

understanding of this experience could not proceed much further than “Well, that was intense



but awesome.” It was not until some years later, through my academic education that | began
to gain incremental insights into the thrill I experienced during those seconds teetering on my

front wheel.

Personally, I have had a rather unusual trajectory into academia. I am dyslexia which results
in great difficulty with reading and writing. My early education experience was nothing more
than traumatic. My teachers had little understanding as to what was going on. I often found
myself ridiculed by both fellow students and teachers. Years later, through a bizarre series of
events, | found myself at Auckland University’s New Start Programme. This was a bridging
course into the world of higher education. To my great amazement, | enjoyed academia and
was able to engage with university content. | have always enjoyed history, as well as, how the
mind works. After completing the New Start Program, | embarked on a double major arts
degree in Psychology and Ancient History. However, in my first year, | encountered the
discipline of Anthropology, and | was captivated. | found the discipline could combine the
individualistic approach of psychology and the social constructs of sociology, along with the
histories of modern, ancient, and prehistoric.

This journey has not been seamless. | have travelled down many avenues of both
psychology and anthropology but often find my newfound knowledge return to the question
of why those seconds of front-wheel terror were so meaningful to me. This thesis is an
exploration of that embodied experience and the role mountain biking can play in peoples’

lives.

An embodied activity such as mountain biking, forces one to leave the higher brain of
conception and evaluation, to that of the deeper and more primal brain of pure perceptual

reaction (Michalak, Burg, & Heidenreich, 2012; Rogers, Mallinson, & Peppers, 2014).



Mountain biking can also induce a vast range of emotions on a single ride. These range from
lows of exhaustion and physical discomfort, to elements of fear, as well as highs of
exhilaration and achievement. My research aims to investigate how individuals enhance their
wellbeing and improve their ability to navigate and negotiate life’s challenges through the

practice of mountain biking.

1.3 Thesis Structure

The thesis is structured as follows. First, in Chapter Two, the Literature Review clarifies
some terms used in broad ways within academia, as well as explore and discuss the current
research in these areas. This is followed by a description of phenomenology, the theoretical
framework guiding this study. Concluding Chapter Two, will be an outline of the questions
guiding this research.

Chapter Three outlines the methodology, detailing the way research was conducted, and how
data was gathered.

Chapter Four examines what the data reveals. This is broken into two parts: firstly, focusing
on the concepts of fitness, nature, social connections, identity, injuries, embodiment and
flow. The second section discusses several aspects of embodiment in more detail. The
emphasis will be on bike relations, skill development, shared embodiment, and fear and
commitment.

Chapter Five will detail the conclusions of this study, and some abstractions of these

findings. Finally, some suggestions for possible future research will be given.



Chapter Two: Literature Review

2.1 Introduction

In order to investigate wellbeing and its connection to a fast-paced adventure sport, such as
mountain biking, many avenues need examining. Firstly, this review introduces and explains
‘mountain biking’, and then outlines the inconsistent use of ‘extreme’ and ‘adventure’ within
academic literature discussing sports/activities such as mountain biking. Secondly, the review
explores some existing research into mountain biking, focusing on sociological perspectives.
Then, the review turns to understanding wellbeing. It briefly describes the effects of physical
exercise on wellbeing. Followed by a deeper exploration into the concepts of wellbeing,
green space, and social interactions. Then an analysis of flow, thrill, and embodiment.

It is important to note the impact of the historical time this research was conducted
during the global pandemic of COVID-19. The pandemic affected cultures all over the globe
in unique and varying ways. Due to national lockdowns, social distancing, and vaccine
mandates, sports such as mountain biking were deeply affected (pinkbike, 2020), as was
wellbeing more widely (Lades, Laffan, Daly, & Delaney, 2020). The impacts of Covid are
therefore discussed in this chapter, and in the methodology (Chapter Three) where | outline
how Covid restricted access to the broader cycling community and required real-time re-
navigation of ethnographic practices. Presented finally will be the theoretical framework.
This section gives an overview of phenomenology, which is both a research tool and
philosophy. Phenomenology is the broad lens that the acts of mountain biking, fieldwork and

data were viewed through.



2.2 Covid 19, The Global Pandemic of the 215 Century

Covid 19 has affected, and continues to affect every, country around the world, from the high
reaches of government (Weiss, Schwarzenberg, Nelson, Sutter, & Sutherland, 2020) to the
daily lives of citizens (Ludecke & von dem Knesebeck, 2020; Rice, Mateer, et al., 2020).
There is also the more personal case, of how to conduct academic research in such an
environment (Arnout, Abdel Rahman, Elprince, Abada, & Jasim, 2020; Howlett, 2021;
Marino et al., 2020). Undoubtedly Covid 19 has changed how many people function in the
world (Aarts, Fleuren, Sitskoorn, & Wilthagen, 2021). The pandemic and its associated
lockdown orders have affected mental health and wellbeing to a large extent (Jun, Tucker, &
Melnyk, 2020; O'Connor et al., 2021; Otu, Charles, & Yaya, 2020; Patrick et al., 2020; Pieh
et al., 2021; White & Van Der Boor, 2020). For many, including in Aotearoa New Zealand,
stay-at-home orders reduced people's physical exercise and restricted access to the outdoors
and natural environments (Humberstone, 2022; Belinda Wheaton, 2021) This resulted in
many people re-evaluating their lives and actions (Balanza—Martinez, Atienza—Carbonell,
Kapczinski, & De Boni, 2020; Cancello, Soranna, Zambra, Zambon, & Invitti, 2020;
Gornicka, Drywien, Zielinska, & Hamutka, 2020; Nishijima, Miyagawa, Tsuboyama-
Kasaoka, Chiba, & Miyachi, 2021). A decrease in work hours (for some) and an increase in
recreational activities, post-lockdowns, were areas that saw some big changes (Aarts et al.,
2021; Rice, Mateer, et al., 2020; Rice, Meyer, et al., 2020; O. Rubin, Nikolaeva, Nello-
Deakin, & te Brommelstroet, 2020). While it is going to take some years, even decades, to
unpack the plethora of effects this virus has had on much of the world, early evaluation is
indicating that the re-evaluation some people are going through is promoting a more active
lifestyle (Doubleday, Choe, Busch Isaksen, Miles, & Errett, 2021; L. James, 2021; Jamieson,

2020; Langer, Dietz, & Butz, 2021; Willick et al., 2021). This is evident in the dramatic



increases in mountain biking popularity over recent years. This has lead to bike shortages,
predominantly within the Western world (Annis, 2020; Baxter et al., 2006; Beery, Olsson, &
Vitestam, 2021; Butler, 2021; Habib & Anik, 2021; Schweizer et al., 2021). Due to
lockdowns, social distancing, and vaccine restrictions, outdoor subcultures such as mountain
biking saw drastic increased social media and online usage (Patrol, 2020). Online mountain
biking communities are not new (K. McCormack, 2018). However, during Covid, it was a
way for people to maintain contact with friends and the mountain biking community, both
locally and internationally (pinkbike, 2020; Porter, 2020; Yeager, 2020). It is for these
reasons, along with those stated in the introduction, that this study holds particular
importance in current times and should be viewed as taking place in an unusual period of

modern history.

2.3 Mountain Biking: A Brief History

Many may find it odd that a term such as “mountain biking” needs clarification. However,
the term mountain biking can cover a vast array of activities on a bike and on different un-
sealed surfaces. A brief history of the sport’s development, and clarification of terms allows a
clearer understanding of who and what is under investigation in this study.

The first socially significant group of off-road bicycle riders stemmed from California
during the 1970s (Savre, Saint-Martin, & Terret, 2010). The bikes used were cheap, large
tired, upright-riding-position bikes dating back to the 1930’s (GMBN, 2019; Savre et al.,
2010). A subset of these university students took these bikes to the hills and dirt, to do skids
as they precariously made their way down the mountainside. This gave birth to what is now
known as mountain biking (GMBN, 2019).

From these pioneers, the act of off-road biking has evolved into many subcategories,

each with unique styles, practices, and purpose-specific bikes. One of these subgroups is



known as BMX, or dirt jumper (DJ), a relatively small bike with little to no suspension.
These bikes are used to race or simply jump as high as possible around a smooth dirt track
with steep jumps and burns. Cross-country, or XC mountain biking, is typically done on
lightweight, small suspension mountain bikes, averaging around 100 to 120 mm of travel?.
The objective in this style is to go fast over long distances. Downhill biking (DH) is carried
out on large, heavy, long travel bikes, often 180 to 200 mm of travel (i.e. this longer travel
allows for greater compliance over rough and rocky terrain), designed to make it down a
mountain as fast as possible. Generally, these bikes are so inefficient at peddling that
practitioners will frequently use a gondola, a vehicle, or simply push their bikes to the top of
a hill in order to ride down. Free ride, all-mountain, or ‘enduro’ is one of the most popular
styles of mountain biking and is done on bikes, in between XC and DH bikes. The objective
with these bikes is to have fun over all types of terrain; both long and short distances, steep to
gently undulating terrain, on both small and big jumps.

Some, or all, of these styles may be referred to throughout this thesis, but the main
focus will be what is known as enduro. For the purposes of this thesis, the enduro style of
riding will be classed as an ‘adventure’ but not an ‘extreme’ sport. The next section
elucidates there are two keyways in which these sports have been described within the

academic literature.

2.4 Extreme and Adventure Sports

Brymer and Schweitzer (2017, p. 63) argue “We are witnessing an unprecedented interest in
and engagement with extreme sport activities.” Academic investigation into sports practices

that involve risk and adventure such as, BASE jumping, big wave surfing, or mountain

2 ‘Travel’ is a term used in mountain biking to refer to distance in millimeters of suspension on the bike. This
suspension is a key feature of modern mountain bikes (JensonUSA)
(https://www.jensonusa.com/articles/mountain-bike-suspension-101).
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activities have proliferated over the past decades. Researchers have explored a range of issues
including self-motivation, truth-seeking, risk-taking, connection to the natural world, and
general health and well-being (Breton, 2000; Eric Brymer & Gray, 2009). These studies also
reveal many unexplored aspects of the immediate and embodied elements of human
experience when in risky physical action (Eric Brymer & Oades, 2009; (Eric Brymer &
Oades, 2009; Buckley, 2018; M. Donnelly, 2006; Hardiman & Burgin, 2013). Investigations
revolve around concepts such as embodiment, enhanced sense of self, and the concept known
as flow, (concepts to be discussed later in this review) (Breton, 2000; E Brymer, 2005; Eric
Brymer & Mackenzie, 2017; Burgin & Hardiman, 2012; Prisk, 2018)

However, it is important to distinguish the realms in which these concepts have been
explored, including within the sociology of sport. The sociology of sport is an umbrella term
that incorporates sociocultural understandings of sports, cultures and practices, including
aspects of sociology, anthropology, geography, history, politics and social psychology
(Thorpe & Wheaton, 2013, p. 342). These different disciplines have their own distinct
approaches and have helped contribute to the explorational endeavour of this thesis.
However, inconsistent term usage can complicate the subject matter. Throughout these
literatures, the terms extreme and adventure can become confused. Differing definitions are
used interchangeably (Eric Brymer, 2009; Lebeau & Sides, 2015; Puchan, 2004). Therefore,
a clear definition of both extreme and adventure sports is needed to understand and study

aspects of mountain biking experiences.

Within psychology, extreme sport is seen as activities that “involve continuous
application of highest-level skills and concentration, with any lapse likely to prove fatal.”
(Buckley, 2018, p. 8). This definition is congruent with the approach of Eric Brymer, a
frequently cited extreme sport researcher (E Brymer, 2005; Eric Brymer & Gray, 2009; Eric

Brymer & Oades, 2009; E. Brymer & R. D. Schweitzer, 2017). In contrast, the complexities



of extreme from a sociocultural perspective can be seen in the Berkshire Encyclopedia of
Extreme Sports (2007), in which 16 pages are dedicated to defining ‘Extreme Sports’ (Booth
& Thorpe, 2007, pp. 181-197). Discussions around the definition of ‘extreme’ are also highly
contested between disciplines, researchers, and the participants themselves (Rinehart &
Sydnor, 2003, pp. 10-12). Mountain biking has been labelled an extreme sport by some
researchers due to the high risk of severe injuries resulting from small mistakes or lack of
focus (Becker et al., 2013; Muller, Persic, Pohl, Krastl, & Filippi, 2008). However, the
likelihood of death is relatively low. The type of experience | am interested in, is a form of
risky embodied practice that requires constant bodily and mental engagement. Therefore,
defining the term ‘adventure sport’ may allow for more nuanced aspects to be incorporated

beyond just risk.

An early definition of adventure suggested by Ewert (1989, p. 8) states “the deliberate
pursuit of risk and uncertainty of outcome.” Adventure sports can be viewed as less deadly
than extreme sports, but much riskier than recreational sports, e.g. BASE jumping compared
to skydiving compared to a scenic flight (Eric Brymer & Gray, 2009). Moreover, extreme and
adventure sports encompass much more than just elements of ‘risk’. (Eric Brymer & Oades,
2009; Gieseler, 2019; K. H. King, 2009). Some argue that ‘adventure’ sports is ill-defined in
both the academic literature and the public domain more broadly (Sheehan, 2018; Tanwar,
2009). For example, Buckley (2018) argues that ‘adventure sport’ at large, is too broad and
subjective for an in-depth investigation into the nuanced aspects. To add further
complication, in some literature, sports including mountain biking have been referred to as

lifestyle sports (Dant & Wheaton, 2007; K. King & Church, 2020).
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For the purposes of this thesis ‘Adventure’ will be the key focus. ‘Adventure’ has a long
history dating back to the French knights of the 11" century (Beames et al., 2019a). In more
recent times it has become a reference to un-bordered acts, that being activities taking place
outside of designated areas e.g. rughy match within a bordered field versus hiking in the hills
with no specific boundaries, or objective (Simmel, 1919). New Zealand has a long history of
un-bordered adventure, including outdoor education, hiking, bushcraft etc. (which are key
features of the New Zealand education system) (Kane & Tucker, 2007). There are also long-
standing connections between notions of adventure, or outdoor activities, and what it means

to be a New Zealander (Kane & Tucker, 2007; Belinda Wheaton, 2021).

For the purposes of this thesis, the definitions of Ewert (1989) and Buckley (2018) are useful
to define adventure sport as, the prolonged application of high levels of skill and
concentration with lapses likely to result in accidents and injuries. This definition is
congruent with understandings of adventure expounded by other sports sociologists (Belinda
Wheaton, 2021, p. 26). Therefore, mountain biking has been classed as an adventure sport
within this research.

Next, | explore the associated mountain biking research, or lack thereof (Hagen, 2013)

2.5 The Academic Study of Mountain Biking

Adventure sports are receiving increased academic study, although mountain biking
specifically, is often cited as “under-researched” (K. King & Church, 2013; Taylor & Carr,
2021). Substantial research on mountain biking is often in the area of recreational or
adventure tourism (Beedie, 2008; Beedie & Hudson, 2003; Mason & Leberman, 2000; Zajc
& Berzelak, 2016). One researcher who has contributed considerably to the field is

Katherine King. Much of her research looks at youth engagement with mountain biking in the
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UK (K. King, 2010; K. King & Church, 2013, 2015, 2020; K. H. King, 2009). This is an age
bracket my research did not examine. King's (2013) work also looks at embodiment
practices. However, she noted that there is a lack of understanding of many elements within
biking, particularly around elements such as engagement with nature and understanding how
nature may contribute to “wider processes of developing lifestyles and identities” (K. King &
Church, 2013). In other studies of note, Brown, Dilley, and Marshall (2008) used head-
mounted cameras to observe the social interactions of mountain bikers but not engagement
with the trail or environment. While McCormack (2017) looked at how inclusivity and
identity can play out in the mountain biking subculture. Other Western researchers have also
looked at factors such as how mountain biking is socially constructed and marketed through
tribalistic framing (Rosen, 1993).

More recently, King and Church (2013) point out the absence of understanding
engagement with nature. There has been considerable coverage around issues of environment
access, management and engagement. From a naturalistic approach, researchers have
examined how trail building can have impacts on the environment (Cherrington & Black,
2020b; Hardiman & Burgin, 2013). Human activity in nature undoubtedly has impacts
(Cherrington & Black, 2020b), but there is disagreement as to the specific impacts of
different activities. Some researchers claim hiking and mountain biking have the same
environmental impacts (Campbell, Kirkwood, McLean, Torsius, & Florida-James, 2021),
while others claim differing activities impacts cannot be distinguished due to them inhabiting
the same areas (Hardiman & Burgin, 2013). The notion that as people become more engaged
with nature, they become more concerned with nature's wellbeing and conservation (Eric
Brymer & Gray, 2009). Complicating this is when mountain bikers create pirate trails (non-
sanctioned trails) which in turn can have negative environmental effects with vegetation and

habitat damage (Campbell et al., 2021; Davies & Newsome, 2009). Environmental
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researchers also delve into broader areas, exploring questions of who possesses the 'rights' to
these natural spaces (K. M. Brown, 2014), while others take a more focused approach,
examining the intricacies and politics surrounding the soil itself (Cherrington & Black,
2020a).

As we emerge from a global pandemic, new studies of great interest, investigating
adventure, health and wellbeing, continue to be published. Wheaton (2021) looked into how
the practice of adventure activities were regulated throughout the pandemic, and the effects
this had on wellbeing. Similarly, Brown et al. (2022) looked at the effects mountain biking
can have as a form of therapy in a post-pandemic world. The area of adventure sports, and
mountain biking specifically, is of increased interest, with much still to be explored (Scott,
2020). It is argued that the concept of flow is a considerable factor in the mountain biking
experience, but has received little academic attention (Taylor & Carr, 2021), a gap explored

in this thesis.

In summary, this research attempts to explore the gap in research, focusing on participants'
perceptions and development of world views (Hardiman & Burgin, 2013; K. King & Church,
2013). There has been “...little research into the motivation and perception...” of mountain
bikers (Hardiman & Burgin, 2013, p. 976). This comment is still relevant, with mountain
biking research being limited (Taylor & Carr, 2021). Furthermore, while being viewed
through a phenomenology perspective, this research examines the associations between

mountain biking and wellbeing. This is the first of its kind in Aotearoa New Zealand.

2.6 Conceptualising Wellbeing

Wellbeing is another term that has been frequently used within the academic literature in

ambiguous and ill-defined ways. (Dodge, Daly, Huyton, & Sanders, 2012; Kim-Prieto,
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Diener, Tamir, Scollon, & Diener, 2005; Maggino, 2016; Rohde, Larsen, Jensen, & Larsen,
2020). The World Health Report 2022 also cites the ambiguity and lack of definition when it
comes to ‘happiness’ and ‘well-being” (Rowan, 2022). This lack of clarity has resulted in
“wellbeing” being used to refer to various aspects of life, including relationship status,
economic status, and general health (Diener & Biswas-Diener, 2002; Lucas, Clark,
Georgellis, & Diener, 2003). The broad usage of the term has resulted in conflicting notions
of what wellbeing encompasses. This has led some researchers to propose more defined
theoretical structures, such as Carol Ryff's psychological wellbeing model (Ryff, 1989; Ryff

& Keyes, 1995) or Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs (Maslow, 1943; McLeod, 2007).

Early in the 21% century there was a shift from broad conceptual models to the
concept known as subjective wellbeing (SWB) (Mansfield, Daykin, & Kay, 2020). This
concept centralises the individual and their own experiences of feeling ‘well” and
‘good’(Testoni, Mansfield, & Dolan, 2018). More recently there has been a shift in the social
sciences away from solely subjective experience to incorporating a socio-ecological
approach. This socio- ecological approach has resulted in researchers moving away from
Western dominated conceptions to incorporate cultural perspectives, to reconceptualise ways
of being and knowing (Panelli & Tipa, 2007). In the case of Aotearoa and Maori, conceptions
of wellbeing differed substantially from those introduced from Britain and Europe (Sinclair,
[1957] 1980, pp. 4,5). Incorporating indigenous knowledge