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Pursuing extreme sports is a common feature of post-industrialist 
societies. Its dynamically growing popularity suggests that it is not only a 
kind of recreation but a symptom of postmodern life as well. People 
engaged in such activities tend to pursue very different values from those 
of mainstream society. Motivations of the participants have been 
researched in the last thirty years. Explanations are related to both 
psychology and sociology. Sociological explanations involve that 
postmodern society is under profound changes affecting most spheres of 
life such as jobs, family and recreation. Some of these changes are 
brought about by individualism, post-materialism and alienation. 
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I. „EXTREME” SPORTS AS A GLOBAL SOCIAL PHENOMENON 

  
 „Extreme” or alternative (lifestyle) sports with a steadily growing 
number of participants have been a global sociological phenomenon in 
Western societies for many years. The motivations of the participants in 
alternative sports have been studied by psychologists and sociologists since 
the 1980s. The main objective of this paper is to examine the scientific 
results of research conducted on why people are willing to accept extra 
risks, seek an illusory feeling of self-control, and adopt values totally 
different from those of mainstream society by getting involved in such 
activities in their spare time. 
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 Alternative sports are closely linked to the essence of sports, 
recreation and spare time activities. Some sociologists view today’s 
recreational activities as symptoms of inherent problems of modern 
existence. In one hand, there are two main reasons for sport consumption in 
postmodern society: life is too predictable and life – from a physical 
perspective – is too safe (Cashmore: 1996). On the other hand, the main 
objective of recreation in postmodern society is to escape from the 
monotony of everyday routine (Cohen and Taylor:1992), and the 
individual’s spare time activities can be regarded as a critique of their 
everyday lives (Lefebvre: 2000). Recreation adds another spectrum of life 
which through thrill-seeking activities promises to compensate the 
individual for the feelings of boredom, habit, routine.  
 This new type of recreation is partly characterized by pursuing 
lifestyle sports for a growing segment of society. Participating in lifestyle 
sports brings back for the individual what they sense is missing from their 
lives: thrills and the illusion of self-control. 
 Lifestyle sports play a special role in the system of sports. Lifestyle 
sports include all kinds of activities which cannot be classified as traditional 
sports. Individuals have very different motivations for participation. Most 
alternative sports do not emphasize the competitive spirit. They are rather 
pursued for themselves. Some authors think that these activities should 
rather be regarded as plays and not as sports (Stranger: 1999, Howe: 2003) 
and they even comprise of an air of art (Rinehart: 1998, Wheaton: 2003, 
Howe: 2003, Humphreys: 2003, Booth: 2003). Most researchers agree that 
such activities represent a clear contrast to overregulated, competition-based 
and masculine-dominated traditional sports and pose a great challenge to the 
existing sport model of modern societies (Bale: 1999). 
 Lifestyle sports represent attitudes and values which in many ways 
seem to be in sharp contrast to the attitudes and values of mainstream 
society. One of the most important motivations of people in general is to 
reduce and avoid risk involved in their lives, let it be risk of financial, 
physical or any other nature. Participants in lifestyle sports, however, do not 
follow this pattern: they voluntarily accept the risks involved in these spare 
time activities. People in general tend to be preoccupied with materialistic 
objectives, they fulfill their duties, do their jobs, raise their children, 
accumulate, invest and save money resources. Participants in lifestyle 
sports, however, seem to adopt post-materialist values in large areas of their 
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lifestyles: they do not necessarily focus on materialistic goals, their career 
advances, everyday norms and duties in the society: what they evaluate 
most are special feelings experienced while pursuing their spare time 
activities. So the ultimate question remains: why do people engage in 
lifestyle sports? 
 

II. THEORIES ON PEOPLE’S MOTIVATION 
 

1. PSYCHOLOGICAL EXPLANATIONS 
  
 Psychology played a significant role in trying to explain why certain 
people tend to seek risky situations and pursue lifestyle sports while others 
do not follow this behavioral pattern. Psychological research in this field has 
resulted in establishing the model of „homo adventurus” (Bruckenheimer: 
1990). The model of „homo adventurus” refers to the fact that the pyramid 
of human needs by Maslow is apparently not complete. Individuals basically 
need certain amount of certainty and uncertainty at the same time. A state of 
complete certainty is not at all desirable. 
 Situations of uncertainty seem to be attractive because risky and 
unexpected happenings mobilize attention (Tenbruck: 1978). If 
circumstances become relatively stabile and predictable, the level of 
attention necessarily drops for the individual. This is what ultimately leads 
to the feeling of boredom. Rewards emerging from a certain kind of activity 
can be increased if uncertainty at the starting point of the activity is higher. 
People are actually in a constant wave of activities by which they try to 
establish certainty but look for new uncertainties (new challenges) at the 
same time (Haller: 1998). 
 People are basically motivated by the sense of achievement. If they 
sense a high level of certainty around them, they do not feel any motivation 
for action. If they find uncertainty, however, they set out to fight this 
undesirable condition and while doing this, they transform uncertainty into 
certainty. In the example of climbers (Cube: 1995) uncertainty is 
transformed into certainty with every step the climber makes and this 
feeling of success is what really motivates the climber. 
 Zuckerman noticed there was a huge difference between people 
regarding their attitudes to stimulations and risky situations. The very same 
situation might look exhilarating and enjoyable to some people, while 
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menacing and frightful to others.  He established the Sensation Seeking 
Scale (Zuckerman: 1961), which shows to what extent people are willing to 
accept and seek stimulations emerging from situations of excitement, 
adventure or monotony and boredom. He discovered that those who reached 
a high level on the SSS have a propensity to engage in gambling, hazardous 
activities, taking drugs or pursuing extreme sports. 
 

2. SOCIOLOGICAL EXPLANATIONS 
 
 While psychology successfully explains motivations for pursuing 
extreme sports at the level of individuals, it definitely fails to answer the 
following questions which emerge at the macro level of society: 

• Why did lifestyle sports become one of the primary areas of seeking 
and experiencing risks and uncertainty? 

• What are the reasons for some people being affected by this 
phenomenon while others are not? 

• Why is the number of sensation seekers and those participating in 
risky alternative sports apparently surging inside society nowadays? 

 
 These questions suggest that there have been important changes in 
the perception of values affecting the whole society in recent times. Most of 
these changes refer to the areas of individualism, identity, value change, 
thrill-seeking and alienation. 
 

2.1.INDIVIDUALISM AND IDENTITY 
 
 Individualism is a global process in which people liberate 
themselves from the various formations of society such as class, layer, 
family or gender (Beck: 1986). Beck compared it to the process of the 
individual’s liberalization from the church during the age of Reformation. 
Individualism results in the separation of individual patterns of way of life, 
privatization of social relations and an enormous increase in personal 
autonomy (Buchmann: 1989). 
 The other consequence of individualism is an unprecedented 
diversity of lifestyles which also affects identity. Under the new 
circumstances traditional indicators of social status such as qualifications, 
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job and income no longer determine the behavior and activities of the 
people (Böllert: 1995). Identity is no longer automatically obtained but 
actively formed by the individuals through their attitude, choices and 
activities (Bette: 1999). On one hand this presents a tremendous opportunity 
for the individual but on the other hand it exercises an enormous pressure on 
them as well. We all have to make continuous efforts to constitute our own 
identities which are built up using elements from various areas. After all, the 
individual must give sense to their own lives. 
 As the former points of reference have dissolved, everybody will be 
responsible for their own lifestyles. Traditional identity patterns lose their 
importance and they no longer support self-definition in postmodern 
society. While the individual is trying to constitute their own identities, 
differentiation from the crowd becomes more and more important. An 
approach to certainty and risks which is completely different from that of 
society has brought the opportunity of self-definition. This is how we arrive 
at the field of extreme sports. The best opportunity for the individual to 
demonstrate difference from mainstream society embedded in routine and 
efforts of avoidance of uncertainty is to define themselves through extreme 
sport activities (Bette: 2004). 
 

2.2.VALUE CHANGE AND THE EXPERIENCE-DRIVEN 
SOCIETY 

 
The postindustrial revolution (Bell: 1976) played an important role in the 
value change as post-materialist values started to gain on importance in 
certain segments of Western societies. Inglehart (1995, 1998) postulated the 
scarcity hypothesis which means that people seek goods and values which 
are scarce in the society. With the abundance of material goods in Western 
societies, values started to shift towards post-materialism for certain 
segments of society. 
 Post-materialist values involve a stress on the need for experiences 
and thrill-seeking with the natural consequences that working becomes 
undervalued against recreation. 
 Seeking experience and excitement are major efforts of many people 
in a society based on routine and the relative lack of physical hazards (Elias, 
Dunning: 1986). Sports are mimetic activities that provide a social enclave 
where excitement can be enjoyed without its socially and personally 
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dangerous implications such as wars, riots, violent demonstrations, etc. This 
is the main reason for primary and secondary sport consumption. 
 Experiences and thrills instead of material goods become more and 
more emphasized by the experience-driven society (Schulze: 1995). The 
materialistic objectives of the 70s (wealth, success and career) no longer 
induce people’s engagement. The new objectives include self-realization 
and an experience-intensive way of life for which individuals are willing to 
mobilize their financial resources. Thrill-seeking emerges as a rational 
activity where people evaluate their lives on the basis of experiences and 
thrills encountered in the course of their lives. 
 

2.3. ALIENATION 
 
 Alienation in postmodern society originates from two major factors: 
routines of life and an extensive bureaucracy which led to the sense of 
inefficiency for individuals (Hirschbichler: 1987). A direct consequence of 
alienation is boredom. Society seems to be deficient in tension, therefore 
desire for excitement and tension through uncertainty increases. 
 Alienation can also be seen in the example of asymmetric society 
(Coleman: 1982). It refers to the civilization process during which 
individuals are more and more embedded in various institutions of society. 
The last stage of this process means that only institutions will be responsible 
for the operation of society and people within these organizations can freely 
be replaced without society being affected. Organizations reinforce the 
sense of alienation, nullity, powerlessness and vulnerability (Bette: 2004). 
Most people are doomed to the sense of significant inefficiency in their jobs 
and spare time. They are not active any more and gradually become 
estranged from themselves. 
 Alienation also originates from the gap between natural and artificial 
environment. People in the postmodern age live in urbanization areas and 
they have traded in their former natural surroundings for a higher living 
standard. Due to this limited area of life their movements have specialized 
and got largely restricted (Dumazedier: 1974). 
 Extreme sports can provide a way of escape out of a society 
characterized by routine, monotony and alienation (Bette: 2004). Research 
reinforces the view that this escape might be its primary objective. 
Individuals can sense that they have regained control over their situation 
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while pursuing lifestyle sports as such activities convey the feeling of 
efficiency and power. Alternative sports can drive away boredom and 
induce the sense of lividness in a world that seems to lack the opportunities 
for individuals to indulge in situations and activities involving excitement 
and the sense of physical performance. 
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