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ABSTRACT 

A group of rock climbers were classified into two categories, deliberate or 

precautionary risk-takers, using the Risk-Taking Inventory (RTI). The aim of the 

study was to determine if these categories played a role in sensation-seeking 

behaviour. The study also aimed to determine if the type of risk-taking behaviour 

correlated with the number of injuries sustained by the participants. The study 

was quantitative in nature and an exploratory design was used. A sample of 70 

rock climbers from the Mountain Club of South Africa participated. Participants 

completed a demographic questionnaire, the RTI and the Sensation Seeking 

Scale-V. Non-parametric statistics were used. The results revealed statistically 

significant differences between the two risk-taking groups on the total score of 

the Sensation Seeking Scale-V and its subscales of Disinhibition and Boredom 

Susceptibility. No significant correlations were observed between  the RTI 

groups and the number of injuries sustained. A significant positive correlation 

was, however, found between the number of injuries and number of years rock 

climbing. The results indicated that being a precautionary or deliberate risk-

taker will have an impact on rock climbers’ sensation-seeking behaviour but will 

have no effect on the number of injuries these groups sustain. 

 

Keywords: Deliberate risk-taker; Extreme sport; Precautionary risk-taker; Rock climbing; 

Sensation-seeking. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

High-risk sports can be classified as sports in which the participant must accept the possibility  

of severe injury or death (Castenier et al., 2010; Kupciw & MacGregor, 2012; Barlow, 2013; 

Croukamp, 2017; Woodman et al., 2020). Rock climbing is an example of a high-risk sport, in 

which the participants have to climb across, up or down artificial rock walls or natural rock 

formations (The River Rock, 2016). Rock climbers focus on reaching the summit, endpoint 

formation or wall of a predetermined route without falling (Croukamp, 2017). This sport is thus 

classified as a  challenging sport that tests physical and mental strength, agility, endurance and 

balance, and which demands the use of specialised equipment and training to mediate the risks 

involved (Health Fitness Revolution, 2015; Croukamp, 2017). 

 

Rock climbing includes various subdisciplines and styles and the variety of rock formations, 

route difficulty and route options are based on individual choice (Chaloupsky, 2014). The 
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different subdisciplines of climbing are commonly described as free climbing, sport climbing, 

traditional climbing and bouldering (Croukamp, 2017). The most common form of rock 

climbing in South Africa is sport climbing (Croukamp, 2017). Sport climbing involves 

ascending a rock face using a rope that is attached to bolts that are anchored into the rock wall 

(Valenzuela et al., 2015). The climber follows a predetermined route and their ascent is 

controlled by a “belayer” on the ground who brakes the free-flowing action of the rope and 

prevents the climber from falling (Valenzuela et al., 2015). Because sport climbers assert more 

control over their environment, they tend to take greater risks in an attempt to increase their 

search for novelty (Barlow et al., 2013; Croukamp, 2017). Sport climbing is, however, 

considered less dangerous than other forms of climbing because of injury preventive measures 

such as the use of specialised equipment and the assistance of the belayer on the ground 

(Chaloupsky, 2014; Max, 2016). The most dangerous form of climbing is free climbing, in 

which the climber ascends a rock face only using his/her hands and feet (Max, 2016). Climbers 

hence do not make use of any equipment to control their ascent or prevent them from falling 

(Max, 2016). At present, free climbing is not as popular in South Africa as it is internationally. 

 

Other common forms of rock climbing in South Africa are traditional climbing and bouldering. 

Traditional climbing involves ascending a rock face with the climber placing their own safety 

equipment, such as nuts and camming devices, into the cracks of the rock wall as they progress 

to the top (Valenzuela et al., 2015). Traditional climbers make use of a combination of 

specialised equipment and their bodies to ascend rock faces (Max, 2016). As a result, they do 

use predetermined routes, and they explore any possible route to ensure their ascent (Max, 

2016; Croukamp, 2017). This type of climbing tests climbers’ mental ability and judgement, 

which increases the novelty of the experience (Croukamp, 2017). The technological 

improvements of traditional climbing equipment have also contributed to making it a  lot safer 

(Max, 2016). Bouldering, on the other hand, is a  form of climbing in which boulders between 

2 and 15 metres are climbed without a rope. The boulders are usually large, natural or artificial 

and are available in training facilities or outdoor areas (Draper et al., 2011; Croukamp, 2017). 

In comparison to traditional or sport climbing, bouldering involves more stamina and strength. 

Bouldering enables the climber to execute more risky moves as the climber is not as high from 

the ground as with traditional or sport climbing. Max (2016) noted that bouldering is safe yet 

challenging and therefore is popular among climbers seeking high-risk and novel experiences. 

 

Reports from The Outdoor Industry Foundation (2011) highlighted that participation in rock 

climbing has increased by 25% over the last few years. In the United States of America  alone, 

more than 9 million people participate in rock climbing annually (Saul et al., 2019). Rock 

climbing in South Africa has been identified as one of the fastest growing sport industries in 

the Western Cape, which is becoming a popular loca tion for rock climbing (Wegner et al., 

2015). 

 

As rock climbing is a high-risk sport that involves physical risks, it can also be classified as an 

extreme sport (Coetzee, 2010; Kerr & Mackenzie, 2012; Jones et al., 2017; Klinar et al., 2017). 

Jones et al. (2017) explain that individuals participating in extreme sports can be described as 

sensation seekers in search of novel and intense experiences. Sensation-seeking is defined as 

“a human trait characterised by the need for varied, novel, and complex sensations and 

experiences, and the willingness to take physical and social risks for the sake of such 

experiences” (Jones et al., 2017:6). It is also referred to as novelty-, arousal-, thrill-, experience-
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, excitement- and fun-seeking behaviour (Jones et al., 2017; Woodman et al., 2020). Langseth 

and Salvesen (2018) explained that rock climbers often reason that they engage in risk -taking 

not just because they enjoy it, or because of the thrill, but because there seems to be a social 

component linked to rock climbing. 

 

Zuckerman (2009) and Goma -i-Freixanet (2004) argued that there is a positive correlation 

between sensation-seeking and the amount of risk participants of extreme sports are willing to 

take. High-risk environments appear to stimulate the minds of extreme athletes who are known 

for displaying restless behaviour in day-to-day settings (Goma-i-Freixanet, 2004; Saletti et al., 

2017). It appears that those athletes who measure high on sensation seeking will therefore take 

more risks, as the latter are void of routine and repetition (Goma-i-Freixanet, 2004; Croukamp, 

2017; Saletti et al., 2017). Chaloupsky (2014) and Brymer and Schweitzer (2013) also noted 

that the presence of risk sets extreme sports athletes apart from other athletes, as the latter are 

known for taking precautionary approaches to mitigate any unnecessary risks when 

participating in the sports of their choice. Coetzee (2010) additionally found that those 

participating in extreme sports display different personality types that affect the way in which 

they approach the risk associated with the sport. In a similar vein, Langseth and Salvesen (2018) 

argued that risk-taking can be described as a personality trait that is equated with an inborn 

need to engage in risky behaviours. Extreme sports athletes may thus have a deep-rooted 

personal tendency to sensation seeking. Woodman et al. (2013) proposed that high-risk sports 

athletes can either be seen as deliberate risk-takers or precautionary risk-takers. Deliberate risk-

taking is when individuals purposely expose themselves to dangerous situations without any 

precautions for avoiding serious injury or death (Woodman et al., 2013; Croukamp, 2017; Chen 

et al., 2019). Precautionary risk-taking, however, involves exposure to dangerous situations 

while attempting to minimise and control the risk associated with the situation using 

precautionary measures (Brymer & Schweitzer, 2013; Schüler & Nakamura, 2013). Because 

of this it was theorised that, within the context of rock climbing, deliberate risk-takers and 

precautionary risk-takers would differ with regard to their sensation-seeking behaviour. Rock 

climbers displaying sensation-seeking behaviour would hence take more physical risks and 

seek out routes not climbed by others before. They would also excel in those types of rock 

climbing not deemed safe or perceived as more challenging, such as free climbing (Croukamp. 

2017). 

 

In a study of 116 rock climbers conducted by Llewellyn and Sanchez (2013), it was discovered 

that sensation-seeking and impulsivity contributed to inexperienced climbers taking intentional 

risks, whereas experienced rock climbers mainly took calculated risks. Llewelyn and Sanchez 

(2013) concluded that sensation-seeking tends to drive inexperienced climbers to take more 

deliberate risks than experienced climbers. This supported their earlier findings that 

experienced rock climbers took more calculated risks and were no t driven by impulsivity and 

sensation-seeking, compared with amateur rock climbers (Llewellyn & Sanchez, 2013). 

However, research conducted by Crust and Keegan (2010), as well as Young (2012), 

contradicted the results of Llewelyn and Sanchez (2013). They noted that rock climbers take 

greater risks once they become confident in their ability to climb more difficult and exciting 

routes. Research conducted by Zuckerman (2009) also yielded contradictory results with regard 

to the relationship between risk-taking and sensation-seeking, sometimes noting positive 

associations between the two, and other times negative ones. These contradictory findings 

supported the viewpoint of Jones et al. (2017) that although risk-taking could be perceived as 
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a component of sensation-seeking, there is uncertainty about the manner in which different 

types of risk-takers associate with components of sensation-seeking in the context of rock 

climbing. Extant literature describes risk-taking from a compensation model – or an adaptation 

model perspective (Langseth & Salvesen, 2018). The compensation model holds that people 

engage in risky sports because society is too concerned with safety. Risky sports thus allow 

them to escape the limits imposed by society. In this case, the sensation-seeking may be linked 

to taking risks to escape the restrictions society imposes. The adaptation model, on the other 

hand, explains partaking in risky sports as a product of modern society and cultural standards. 

Modern society expects people to make the best of their lives by doing something exciting and 

creative (Langseth & Salvesen, 2018). Here, risk-taking and sensation-seeking may be a way 

for climbers to live up to the expectations of modern society. The nature of sensation-seeking 

and risk-taking amongst South African rock climbers, however, is unclear and warrants further 

exploration. To this end, in this study we used the Risk-Taking Inventory (RTI) to distinguish  

between deliberate or precautionary risk-takers among a group of South African rock climbers. 

Then we established if the RTI classification had an impact on the climbers’ sensation-seeking 

behaviour. A second aim of the study was to determine if relationships exist between the type 

of risk-taking behaviour and number of injuries sustained among the participants. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Research design 

A cross-sectional exploratory research design was used in this study, a design employed to 

determine basic relationships between variables before more rigorous research is implemented 

(Salkind, 2010). The purpose of the research was to differentiate rock climbers as deliberate or 

precautionary risk-takers and to explore how these categories of risk-takers associate with 

sensation-seeking. 

 

Sampling 

Purposive sampling was used. Permission was obtained from the Mountain Club of South 

Africa (MCSA) to approach their members to participate in the study. The MCSA was 

established in 1891 and is the only African club affiliated with the world mountaineering body, 

the Union Internationale des Associations d'Alpinisme (UIAA). Members of the MCSA were 

approached at various rock climbing “meets” or gatherings in Gauteng, North West and 

Limpopo provinces. In the end, 70 members (42 male; 28 female) agreed to participate in the 

study. Participants were aged from 18 to 63 years (mean [M]=32.9, standard deviation 

[SD]=11.06). 

 

Instruments 

A demographic questionnaire was used to obtain information from the participants about their 

rock climbing habits, including duration and frequency of climbing. Information about age and 

gender was also obtained. 

 

The RTI was developed by Woodman et al. (2013). It consists of seven items that distinguish  

between deliberate and precautionary risk-taking behaviour. Items are measured on a five-point 

Likert scale with items rated as Never, Rarely, Sometimes, Often and Always. Woodman et al. 

conducted a series of studies in 2013 to investigate the validity of the RTI. The first study 
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involved conducting confirmatory factor analysis on a sample of 336 individuals. The results 

confirmed the two-factor structure of the inventory (Woodman et al., 2013). Two more studies 

of 518 participants and 290 participants, respectively, yet again confirmed the two-factor 

structure of the RTI. These studies also revealed that the instrument demonstrated good 

concurrent validity (Woodman et al., 2013). Additionally, a  final study that included 221 

individuals showed that the RTI displayed good predictive validity (Woodman et al., 2013). 

Reliability was also examined during these studies and Woodman et al. (2013) reported α 

values of α=0.69 for Deliberate Risk-Taking and α=0.73 for Precautionary Behaviour, and 

composite reliability for Deliberate Risk-Taking as α=0.78 and for Precautionary Behaviour 

α=0.71. The measure has also been successfully applied in other research studies exploring 

risk-taking behaviour (Barlow et al., 2013; Rinella et al., 2019). 

 

Owing to the few items included in the Precautionary Behaviour and Deliberate Risk-taking 

subscales, inter-item correlations were used to assess the reliability the RTI demonstrated in 

the present study (Pallant, 2010). According to Piedmont (2014), the inter-item correlation 

coefficient assesses how related the score of one item is to scores on the other items in a scale. 

If the average inter-item correlation scores are between .20 and .40, the items are homogenous 

and contain unique variance. Scores below .20 indicate that the items may not represent the 

same content, and values above .40 indicate that the construct is only partially measured. Table 

1 presents the inter-item correlation matrix for the Deliberate Risk-Taking subscale 1 and Table 

2 the inter-item correlation matrix for the Deliberate Risk-Taking subscale 2. 

 

 

Table 1. INTER-ITEM CORRELATION MATRIX FOR THE DELIBERATE RISK-

TAKING SUBSCALE 1 

 RTI 1: I deliberately 

put myself in danger. 

RTI 3: It’s like 

gambling, you can’t 

win unless you try. 

RTI 5: I actively seek 

out dangerous 

situations. 

RTI 1: I deliberately 

put myself in danger. 
1.000 .104 .610 

RTI 3: It’s like 

gambling, you can’t 

win unless you try. 

.104 1.000 .083 

RTI 5: I actively seek 

out dangerous 

situations. 

.610 .083 1.000 
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Table 2. INTER-ITEM CORRELATION MATRIX FOR THE PRECAUTIONARY 

RISK-TAKING SUBSCALE 2 

 RTI 2: I take time 

to check 

conditions (e.g., 

weather). 

RTI 4: I check any 

gear/equipment that I 

borrow. 

RTI 6: I am 

aware of the 

nearest help 

and first aid. 

RTI 7: I take 

time to check 

for potential 

hazards. 

RTI 2: I take time 

to check 

conditions (e.g., 

weather). 

1.000 .160 .274 .332 

RTI 4: I check 

any gear/ 

equipment that I 

borrow. 

.160 1.000 .251 .329 

RTI 6: I am aware 

of the nearest 

help and first aid. 

.274 .251 1.000 .575 

RTI 7: I take time 

to check for 

potential hazards. 

.332 .329 .575 1.000 

 
It is clear from Tables 1 and 2 that both subscales displayed internal consistency to some extent. 

The Precautionary Behaviour subscale, however, displayed more internal consistency than the 

Deliberate Risk-Taking subscale. Unfortunately, owing to the small sample size of our study, 

confirmatory factor analysis could not be conducted. As a result, a  decision was made to revert 

the raw scores obtained on the RTI to z-scores in an effort to standardise the scores. 

 

The Sensation-Seeking Scale-V (SSS-V) was developed by Zuckerman (1983) and includes 40 

items with two forced-choice response categories for each item. The 40 items are divided into 

four subscales: Thrill and Adventure Seeking (TAS), Experience Seeking (ES), Disinhibition  

(Dis) and Boredom Susceptibility (BS). The SSS-V is often used when studying the 

relationship between sensation-seeking and risk-taking behaviour (Rosenbloom, 2003; Diehm 

& Armatas, 2004; De Vries et al., 2009). 

 

In a study conducted by Grey and Wilson (2007), the following α levels were found for the 

subscales: TAS: α=0.91, ES: α=0.80, Dis: α=0.84, and BS: α=0.74. Grey and Wilson (2007) 

furthermore confirmed that the scale demonstrated discriminant validity. For the present study, 

Cronbach α was run to determine the reliability of the subscales. The α level for TAS was 

α=0.42, for ES α=0.72, BS α=0.65, and Dis α=0.72. The lower α value for TAS was likely due 

to the small sample size (Bujang et al., 2018). Raharjanti et al. (2022), however, noted that 

Cronbach α values between 0.60 and 0.80 are acceptable for research purposes. This implies 

that the ES, BS and Dis subscales yielded relatively reliable data. However, because the validity 

of the SSS-V could also not be computed for the present study due to the small sample size, a 

decision was made to interpret all results with caution. 
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Data collection 

Data collection spanned 2 years. During this time, data were collected on weekends at various 

MCSA rock climbing gatherings in Gauteng, North West and Limpopo provinces. 

Participants completed the measurement instruments at a  designated area before the start of 

their climbs. 

 

Data analyses 

Data were analysed using SPSS version 28. Descriptive and non-parametric statistical analyses 

were conducted. Descriptive statistics were used to provide information on the sample 

according to the two groups, i.e., precautionary and deliberate risk-takers, including the types 

of rock climbing in which they participated, the number of years participants had climbed, and 

injury history. A chi-square test for independence was used to determine significant differences 

between the gender of participants and risk-taking type. Spearman’s Rho correlational 

coefficient was used to determine relationships between the two categories of risk-taking 

behaviour and the number of injuries sustained, as well as the number of years climbing. 

Finally, Mann-Whitney U tests were conducted to investigate significant differences between 

the type of risk-taker and the subscales of the SSS-V. 

 

Ethical considerations 

Permission to conduct the research was obtained from the Ethics Committee of the Faculty of 

Humanities, University of Pretoria  (Reference number: GW20150602HS). Participants 

provided written consent to confirm their voluntary participation in the study and to indicate 

that the results may be used for research purposes. Participant numbers were allocated to ensure 

the confidentiality of the participants’ information. 

 

RESULTS 

The results showed that the participants had been climbing on average for 6.2 years. The 

minimum time was 8 months and the longest 40 years (SD=8.7 years). All the participants 

participated in sport climbing (n=70), and some of these also partook in bouldering (n=21) or 

traditional climbing (n=14). Most of the participants (n=46) participated in rock climbing at 

least once a week, whereas others (n=8) climbed more than once a week. The rest climbed once 

a month (n=9), or once in 6 months to a year (n=7). 

 

Few (n=7) participants had experienced an acute injury during their climbing career. Acute 

injuries are injuries that can result in substantial trauma and require hospitalisation (Logan et 

al., 2004; Woodman et al., 2020). Chronic injuries relate to stress fractures or tendonitis 

obtained during climbing (Grønhaug, 2018; Woodman et al., 2020). The latter types of injuries 

appeared more frequently, with 12 participants experiencing such injuries during their climbing 

career, of whom four had experienced this type of injury at least once and the remaining eight 

between two and six times. The data yielded for each group of injury was found to be 

inadequate for further analysis and therefore a decision was made to create a new variable, 

“number of injuries”. This variable combined acute and chronic injuries and was then used 

during the data analysis procedure. The number of injuries had M=1.57 with SD=3.648. 
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The RTI (Woodman et al., 2013) was used to differentiate between deliberate and 

precautionary risk-takers. As mentioned previously, the raw scores obtained on the Deliberate 

Risk-Taking and Precautionary Risk-Taking subscales were standardised by reverting them to 

z-scores. Using the RTI’s guidelines (Woodman et al., 2013), the next step was to sum the 

responses linked to each construct. Two summed values were obtained for each participant, 

one for each category. The highest value then determined if the participant would be grouped 

into the deliberate risk-taking or precautionary risk-taking group (Woodman et al., 2013). In 

the end, 33 participants were identified as deliberate risk-takers and 37 as precautionary risk-

takers. Table 3 contains the descriptive statistics that were obtained for the two groups on the 

RTI. 

 

 

Table 3. THE DESCRIPTIVE STATISTICS FOR THE PRECAUTIONARY AND 

 DELIBERATE RISK-TAKING GROUPS 

Groups N Mean Median SD Range Minimum Maximum 

Deliberate 

risk-taking 

33 0.59 0.400 0.920 3.60 –1.40 2.20 

Precautionary 

risk-taking 

37 0.675 0.484 0.556 1.77 –0.22 1.54 

 
The next step of statistical analyses involved determining whether there were significant 

differences between the precautionary and deliberate risk-takers when they were compared by 

gender. A chi-square test for independence yielded no significant differences between gender 

and the type of risk-taker. Statistical analyses were also conducted to determine if the two 

categories of risk-taking behaviour correlated with the number of injuries sustained. The 

number of years climbing was also included in the correlational analysis to see if it impacted 

risk-taking behaviour. The results are displayed in Table 4. 
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Table 4. SPEARMAN’S RHO CORRELATION COEFFICIENTS FOR DELIBERATE 

RISK-TAKING, PRECAUTIONARY RISK-TAKING, YEARS IN ROCK 

CLIMBING AND NUMBER OF INJURIES 

 

Number of 

years 

participating in 
rock climbing 

Number of 

injuries 

Deliberate 

risk-taking 

Precautionary 

risk-taking 

 Number of years 

participating in 

rock climbing 

Correlation 

coefficient 
1.000 .275* –.279* –.003 

Sig. (two-tailed) – .032 .020 .981 

N 69 61 69 69 

Number of 

injuries 

Correlation 

coefficient 
.275* 1.000 –.055 .098 

Sig. (two-tailed) .032 – .670 .450 

N 61 62 62 62 

Deliberate risk-

taking 

Correlation 

coefficient 
–.279* -.055 1.000 –.227 

Sig. (two-tailed) .020 .670 – .059 

N 69 62 70 70 

Precautionary 
risk-taking 

Correlation 
coefficient 

–.003 .098 –.227 1.000 

Sig. (two-tailed) .981 .450 .059 – 

N 69 62 70 70 

Table 4 shows a significant positive correlation between the number of injuries and how long 

participants have been partaking in rock climbing. Based on the findings it seems plausible that 

the longer participants have engaged in rock climbing the more injuries they have experienced. 

A significant negative correlation between deliberate risk-takers and the duration of rock 

climbing was also observed. This suggests that the longer participants engage in rock climbing, 

the less likely they are to take deliberate risks. No correlations were observed between the 

category of risk-taking and number of injuries. 

 

Next, the researchers set out to establish if there were significant differences between the type 

of risk-taker and the subscales of the SSS-V. However, before the analysis was conducted, 

descriptive statistics were calculated for both groups for the SSS-V. The results are displayed 

in Table 5. 
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Table 5. MEAN, MEDIAN, STANDARD DEVIATION, RANGE, MINIMUM AND 

MAXIMUM SCORES FOR THE SENSATION-SEEKING SCALE PER 

RISK-TAKING GROUP 

 Risk-taking group Mean Median SD Range Min Max 

Total Sensation 

Seeking Scale 

Deliberate risk-taking 

Precautionary risk-
taking 

23.97 

20.47 

24.00 

19.00 

6.03 

5.74 

27 

27 

7 

8 

34 

35 

Thrill and 

Adventure 

Seeking 

Deliberate risk-taking 

Precautionary risk-

taking 

7.55 

7.39 

8.00 

7.00 

1.90 

1.34 

9 

5 

1 

5 

10 

10 

Experience 

Seeking 

Deliberate risk-taking 

Precautionary risk-

taking 

6.58 

6.19 

6.00 

5.00 

1.94 

2.16 

8 

8 

2 

2 

10 

10 

Disinhibition 

Deliberate risk-taking 

Precautionary risk-
taking 

5.24 

3.67 

6.00 

3.00 

2.40 

2.33 

8 

9 

1 

0 

9 

9 

Boredom 

Susceptibility 

Deliberate risk-taking 

Precautionary risk-

taking 

4.61 

3.22 

5.00 

3.00 

3.40 

2.07 

9 

9 

0 

0 

9 

9 

 

Owing to the small size of the sample, Mann-Whitney U tests were conducted to assess for 

differences between the two groups on the subscales of the SSS-V, as well as in the overall 

scores obtained on the latter. Pallant (2010) stated that the Mann-Whitney U test is a  non-

parametric alternative to the t-test for independent samples and compares the medians of two 

groups (independent variables) with regard to a dependent variable. Only the findings that 

yielded significant results are presented in Table 6. 

 

Table 6. RESULTS OF MANN-WHITNEY U TESTS 

Name of SSS-V 

subscale 

Mann-

Whitney U 

Standard 

error 

Standardised 

test statistic 

Asymptotic 

significance 

Effect size 

Overall score 

 
385.00 83.07 –2.52 0.012 –0.30 

Disinhibition 
 

383.50 82.47 –2.55 0.011 –0.31 

Boredom 

Susceptibility 
388.00 82.46 –2.50 0.012 –0.30 

 

Table 6 indicates that there were statistically significant differences between the deliberate risk- 

takers (Md=24.00, n=33) and precautionary risk-takers (Md=19.00, n=36) on the Total 

Sensation-Seeking Scale (U=385.00, z=–2.516, p=0.012) and a medium effect size (r=–0.30) 

(Cohen, 1988) was obtained. The deliberate risk-takers measured higher on the overall score 

of the sensation-seeking scale than the precautionary risk-takers. 

 

Statistically significant differences were also observed between the deliberate risk-takers 

(Md=6.00, n=33) and precautionary risk-takers (Md=3.00, n=36) on the Dis subscale 

(U=383.50, z=–2.55, p=0.011) and the BS subscale (U=388.00, z=–2.50, p=0.012). In both 
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instances, medium effect sizes were obtained (Cohen, 1988) and the deliberate risk-takers’ 

mean rank scores were higher than those of the precautionary risk-takers. 

 

DISCUSSION 

Woodman et al. (2013) argued that the RTI could be used to establish how participants of high-

risk sports such as rock climbing approach the risks associated with their sport. After 

standardising the RTI scores, participants in the current study were divided into two groups, 

deliberate risk-takers and precautionary risk-takers. Table 3 indicates that the precautionary 

risk-taking group was slightly larger than the deliberate risk-taking group. This result might 

explain why most of the sample participated in sport climbing, which is deemed one of the 

safest forms of rock climbing (Chaloupsky, 2014; Max, 2016). Literature supports the notion 

that precautionary risk-takers take more calculated risks while climbing and tend to avoid 

impulsive or any other form of sensation-seeking behaviour (Llewellyn & Sanchez, 2013). As 

a result, they will plan their routes carefully, avoid physical risks and take the necessary 

precautions to elude injuries (Brymer & Schweitzer, 2013; Schüler & Nakamura, 2013; 

Croukamp, 2017). 

 

There were significant differences between the scores of the deliberate risk-takers and the 

precautionary risk-takers on the overall score of the SSS-V, as well as on the scores of the Dis 

and BS subscales (see Table 5). The deliberate risk-takers also measured higher on the scales 

in question. Taking into consideration that the participants spent a substantial amount of time 

rock climbing, it appears that Crust and Keegan (2010), as well as Young (2012), accurately 

assumed that deliberate risk-taking is more prominent amongst rock climbers who demonstrate 

high levels of confidence in their ability and skill in climbing more complicated and thrilling 

routes. The negative correlation observed between deliberate risk-taking and number of years 

climbing, however, suggests that deliberate risk-taking decreases as the climbers’ number of 

years in the sport increases. It therefore appears that the more experienced rock climbers 

become, the more caution they exercise, which would result in a decrease in risk-taking 

behaviour. This confirms Llewellyn and Sanchez’s (2013) findings, which indicated that 

experienced rock climbers are more cautious. In a similar vein , Croukamp (2017) noted that 

rock climbers who participated longer in the sport will be likely to exercise greater control, 

thereby exhibiting more calculated risk-taking. The lack of any correlation between the number 

of injuries and risk-taking group, however, seems to contradict these findings. Turner et al. 

(2004) offered a possible explanation for this, noting that research involving risk-taking 

behaviour and injuries is diverse and as a result, there appears to be a lack of agreement on how 

risk-taking behaviour is conceptualised. Turner et al. (2004) furthermore noted that studies tend 

not to differentiate between extreme sport and other contexts when the relationship between 

risk-taking behaviour and injuries is investigated. 

 

Another result that seems to contradict the study findings is the positive correlation observed 

between the number of years climbing and the number of injuries (see Table 4). The authors 

acknowledge that the correlation was weak, indicating that the relationship between the two 

variables was not strong enough to warrant definitive conclusions. It is plausible that the more 

participants engage in rock climbing, i.e., the longer they have been climbing, the higher the 

likelihood of sustaining an injury. Kontos (2004) found that estimation of ability and the 

overestimation of ability tend to be better predictors of the occurrence of injuries than years 
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participating in a sport. He also theorised that the estimation of ability will impact the way in 

which risk-taking self-report questionnaires are completed. Measuring the estimation and 

overestimation of ability, however, fell outside the scope of the present study and was therefore 

not carried out. As a result, the conclusions are speculative and should be explored further in 

future research. 

 

Because the deliberate risk-takers and precautionary risk-takers did not display significant 

differences on the TAS and ES subscales (see Table 6), one could argue that these elements of 

sensation-seeking are present in both groups of rock climbers. This implies that both groups 

thrive on challenges and are always in search of novel experiences, as well as opportunities in 

the form of new routes that will test them physically and mentally (Croukamp, 2017; Jones et 

al., 2017). Physical and mental challenges help extreme athletes, such as rock climbers, to avoid 

routine and the boredom associated with everyday life (Goma-i-Freixanet, 2004; Coetzee, 

2010). The adaptation model maintains that people tend to engage in risky behaviours as a way 

to live up to the thrill-seeking expectations set by modern society. Langseth and Salvesen 

(2018) argued that today’s cultural norms foster a “…seize the day…” attitude (p.2), which 

may increase the tendency of people to seek out risky behaviours. 

 

In the light of the discussions presented, it is posited that rock climbers taking deliberate risks 

will differ, to some extent, from rock climbers taking precautionary risks with regard to 

sensation-seeking behaviour. The risks rock climbers take may be perceived as a way to rebel 

against societal restrictions while, at the same time, fulfilling the modern cultural need of thrill 

seeking. According to Langseth and Salvesen (2018), rock climbers stated that, apart from the 

risks involved with the sport, there are other aspects (for example, spending time with friends) 

that they love about the sport. These aspects may also  influence their sensation-seeking 

behaviour (Castenier et al., 2010; Kupciw & MacGregor, 2012). 

 

Limitations and recommendations 

This study was explorative in nature and subject to a number of limitations. The first limitation 

was the sample size. Although growing numbers of people participate in rock climbing every 

year, the number of climbers in South Africa is still limited. This is evident in the small sample 

obtained. In addition, most climbers are located in Western Cape Province and owing to 

logistical constraints could not be included in the study. It is therefore recommended that future 

studies include rock climbers from Western Cape Province in a larger, more diverse sample. 

Because of the small sample of this study, the results should be interpreted with caution and 

within the limits of the study parameters. 

 

A second limitation of the study relates to the lack of research on the reliability and validity of 

the RTI and the SSS-V in a South African context. It is recommended that more research is 

conducted on both scales within the South African context, as well as within the context of 

extreme sport. 

 

A third limitation of the study relates to the type of statistical analyses conducted on the data. 

Because of the limited sample and a subsequent lack of normal distribution of the data, only 

non-parametric statistical analyses could be conducted. These forms of analyses do not have as 

much power as parametric statistical analyses. 
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The last limitation relates to the restricted data yielded by the sample on the type, as well as 

number, of injuries that occurred among the participants. Future studies should therefore not 

only differentiate between the types of injuries, but also allow for more questions to be included 

in the demographic questionnaire on the topic. As the estimate and overestimate of ability may 

have an impact on the occurrence of injuries, it is recommended that future research should 

incorporate these variables. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The two groups into which rock climbers were divided, deliberate and precautionary risk-

takers, differed significantly in certain types of sensation-seeking behaviour. The number of 

years climbing appear to be associated with some form of risk-taking behaviour but played no 

role in the number of injuries sustained. Rock climbers can thus be viewed as risk-takers and 

the findings suggest that the level of risk is mediated by their level of sensation -seeking. 
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