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The Exploration Tribe

The right stuff: five of the 20th century’s leading adventurers, explorers and 
mountaineers. Clockwise, starting with the polar explorer Roald Amundsen,  
the aviatrix Amelia Earhart, Tenzing Norgay and Ed Hillary on Everest and  

Neil Armstrong with an experimental aircraft.

‘These men expanded the realms of  possibility. Most of  us will never climb 
Mount Everest, cross Antarctica, or land on the moon, but we know we can. 
The truth is we are all liberated by the success of  others because they show  
it can be done.’ Peter Hillary

Peter Hillary’s stirring quotation, equally applicable to women, raises 
interesting questions about the types of  people who climb mountains, 

traverse vast and desolate landmasses and explore the frontiers of  space.  
I should start, though, with a disclaimer. I am writing this, not as an expert 
mountaineer, but as a scientist: a scientist with an interest in extreme envi-
ronments and the people who pursue activities in challenging, stressful, and 
potentially dangerous conditions.

My fascination with what academics call ‘extreme and unusual’ environ-
ments started a few years ago while following the polar explorer Ben Saunders’  
Scott Expedition journey. Since then, I have been fortunate enough to 
study a variety of  extreme environment groups, including polar expedition- 
goers, Antarctic over-winterers, military personnel, Mars simulation partici-
pants – individuals who spent 520 days in isolated and confined conditions 
– and most relevant to the present article, mountaineers. My intention with 
the following thoughts is not to suggest definitive answers, but to present  
observations based on the personality and personal characteristics of  the 
mountaineers I have studied, and how they compare to other extreme envi-
ronment groups and the general population.

To frame the discussion, let me rewind to the summer of  2015. During 
July and August I spent several weeks in the European Alps, in Switzerland 
and France, as well as travelling through Austria exploring the Dachstein 
and Wilder Kaiser. Immersed in these awe-inspiring environments, I often 
stopped to watch climbing and mountaineering teams working towards their 
goals. As a psychologist, my question was not ‘why’, although I still find this 
interesting, but ‘who’. Who are the people striving for summits? Who are 
the people spending days at a time in tents, battling weather conditions, and 
following spells of  monotony with bursts of  danger?

The question ‘who?’ interests me for several reasons. The first is to do 
with performance. Past work suggests a vast proportion of  the population 
would not cope and perform well in such conditions. The second is to do 
with the benefits afforded to those who do opt to take up the challenge.

Clearly I am not the first psychologist to study these questions. How-
ever, I do believe that the research my collaborators and I have conducted  
contributes, at least in some small way, to questions that up until this point 
have remained unanswered. In George Mallory’s early writings he talks 
a lot about psychological factors and the different types of  people under-
taking mountaineering activities. Issues of  motivation’ are also covered 
at length in Mountains of  the Mind, Robert Macfarlane’s wonderful voyage 
through mountaineering history. For this article, though, I am going to  
focus on the work of  Jim Lester. Lester accompanied the 1963 American 
Everest expedition and reached 22,000ft with the group in an attempt to 
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study personality, stress and the compatibility of  the expedition team 
members. He subsequently wrote an article ‘Personality and Everest’ for  
the Journal charting an extensive study into the personal characteristics  
of  the mountaineers he had observed.

At times, findings from my own work with mountaineers stand in  
contrast to the observations made by Lester. For instance, based on responses  
I collected from 83 mountaineers, defined as people who had completed at 
least one expedition lasting one week or more, results point to a personality 
profile marked by higher levels of  agreeableness and conscientiousness and 
lower levels of  neuroticism compared to the general population. This pro-
file suggests someone who gets on well with other people, plans thoroughly  
and is not easily anxious. A similar personality profile has been found  
when studying the performance of  other groups operating in challenging 
environments, such as military settings, astronauts and aviators.

In contrast to our current findings, Lester’s results, based on responses 
from 17 mountaineers, suggest the 1963 American Everest team were 
generally more introverted and could be defensive, self-centred and less 
agreeable. However, Lester pointed out that those mountaineers who 
generated the most positive feelings towards themselves were ‘sensitive, 
considerate, inviting, cheerful and free from anxiety,’ which is more con-
sistent with findings from my own work. Clearly when comparing to  
Lester’s work there are a number of  factors to take into account, not least 
the cultural and societal changes that have taken place since the 1960s.

Despite the differences, there were also a number of  similarities that 
emerged when comparing the group studied by Lester with the mountain-
eers assessed recently, especially when focusing on the motives for taking 
part in mountain-based ventures. In mountaineering, there is a considera-
ble body of  pre-existing work focusing on the reasons for engaging in such  
activities and popular topics include sensation seeking, risk taking and  
more recently emotion regulation.

In our recent studies, the focus was on the personal values of  mountain-
eers. Personal values are distinct from personality and provide information 
on the motivation or reasons for choosing to do something. The mountain-
eers we assessed over the past two years consistently ranked the personal 
values of  ‘self-direction’, ‘stimulation’, ‘universalism’ and ‘benevolence’ 
as high in importance. Interestingly, these same values were also reported  
a priority by military patrol groups, Antarctic over-winterers and those  
undertaking a Mars confinement study. It was also notable that mountain-
eers highlighted ‘tradition’, ‘conformity’ and ‘power’ as low priority values.

Overall, this type of  value profile suggests a person that is interested in 
being in control and making decisions, identifies the importance of  group 
working, enjoys a sense of  adventure and appreciates the natural world 
and ‘bigger picture’. These people also place less importance on achiev-
ing a position of  dominance and esteem, and are not so concerned with  
maintaining the status quo. Lester pinpointed very similar characteristics 
when identifying the American Everest team as ‘planful’, ‘self-reliant’,  

‘adventurous’, ‘concerned with personal pleasure’ and ‘rebellious’.
When reflecting on the present findings, I find myself  being drawn back 

to the mountaineering individuals and groups who have been immortalised 
in the pages of  history. I look at pictures of  Mallory and Irvine, Hillary 
and Tenzing, Bonatti and Bonington and Messner. Do the findings fit?  
My experience of  mountaineers would lead me to say yes. Of  course, that 
is my opinion based on information collected, individuals observed and  
accounts rendered. I am sure you will have your own perspective. In question-
ing our findings, and inquiring as to your own personality and motivation,  
this article will have achieved something.

Moving away from personal characteristics, I want to touch on additional  
reports that are incredibly striking and worthy of  attention. We asked  
individuals taking part in the study to talk about what their involvement  
in mountaineering has taught them and the challenges they face when  
returning from expeditions. While a number of  people were stoic in their 
response, many individuals provided detailed accounts of  the benefits of  
mountaineering. When considered as a whole, several themes were identi-
fied. The first was ‘personal’ strength.

Repeatedly, individuals suggested they had a greater appreciation of   
their own ability and capacity to overcome difficulties as a result of  their 
endeavours in the mountains. Second was an appreciation for others.  
Being tolerant of  other people is such an important part of  life and many 
of  the individuals who took part in our study indicated that mountaineer-
ing had taught them to have empathy, consider other peoples’ emotions 
and perspective and support struggling expedition team members. Finally, 
there were overall reports on the value and appreciation of  life. Repeatedly,  
people indicated that they felt more alive and vital, and could identify the 
important parts of  their life. Such benefits cannot be underestimated and 
provide a compelling argument for getting outside in an age where it is  
possible to live without ever needing to leave the house.

Although many positive responses to expeditions were offered, a darker  
side to the experience should also be acknowledged. When returning to  
daily life, participants in the present work indicated feeling overwhelmed 
by demands and pressures, being bored and experiencing low mood. There 
was sometimes also a type of  ‘lonely tree’ syndrome reported where a per-
son struggled to reintegrate and reported being misunderstood by friends 
and family. Other work I have conducted would suggest that these feelings 
will pass, however it would seem pertinent to consider what can be done 
to manage post return difficulties when preparing for the expedition itself.

The findings reported have been collected from a variety of  groups 
over the past two years. I am incredibly grateful to all of  the study parti-
cipants, the Alpine Club and the British Mountaineering Council for their 
support. As new projects emerge the focus remains on understanding  
the ‘who’ but also questioning the ‘why’, the ‘what’ and the ‘when’. In 
asking such questions, we will better understand the psychological factors  
associated with personality, coping and responses to activities in extreme 
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and unusual environments. It is likely that information gained from  
mountaineering groups operating in extreme settings could help in some 
way to preparing and supporting future expeditions into the unknown.  
For now, I’ll end with thoughts from the first American to reach the top of   
Everest, and one of  Jim Lester’s subjects, American mountaineer and  
explorer, Jim Whittaker:

If  you’re not living on the edge, you’re taking up too much space. It has 
nothing to do with thrill seeking. It’s about making the most of  every moment, 
about stretching your own boundaries, about being willing to learn constant-
ly and putting yourself  in situations where learning is possible – sometimes 
even critical – to your survival. Being out on the edge, with everything at risk,  
is where you learn – and grow – the most.

Anyone who has skied or climbed in the Alps regularly over the last 40 
years will know that glaciers are retreating. The popular narrative in 

the media and among energy policymakers is that melting glaciers is due to 
climate change, which is undoubtedly true. In this article we examine the 
evidence for the cause of  this climate change. Is it down to man and his CO2 
emissions, something widely assumed to be the case, or could glacier retreat 
be down to natural causes? This article focuses on the latter point.

The Glacier de Leschaux meeets the Mer de Glace, which is estimated to have 
retreated 1.27km since records began in 1878. Currently there is no compelling 
evidence in the Mer de Glace research for acceleration in the glacier’s retreat. 
More research is needed to unravel the influence of CO2 emissions, which will 
be challenging against a background of natural glacier retreat. (Nicolas Vigier)


