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General Abstract 

High-risk sport participation has grown exponentially over the past two decades, yet sport 

psychology research has historically focused on motivations for engagement, leaving a 

notable gap concerning how high-risk sport athletes respond to adversity. The purpose of this 

thesis was to construct a substantive, experienced based understanding of fear injury, a 

community-derived construct describing a form of performance impairment in paraglider 

pilots. Using a qualitative design situated within an interpretivist paradigm, this thesis 

presents three empirical studies that collectively construct a grounded theory of fear injury, 

demonstrate how fear injury is experienced over time, and explore a potential intervention. 

Study 1 (Chapter 2) used a Constructivist Grounded Theory methodology, drawing on data 

from 38 semi-structured interviews to understand fear injury and construct an initial grounded 

theory. Fear injury was characterised as a response to an adverse event experienced as 

sudden, uncontrollable, and confusing, marked by a collapse of trust in skills and equipment, 

a shift from intellectual to experiential risk appraisal, heightened irrational fear, embodied 

fear responses, and psychosocial disruption. Study 2 (Chapter 3) employed a longitudinal 

interpretative phenomenological analysis to follow ten pilots over six months and identified 

three distinct, non-linear trajectories: improving, fluctuating, and stagnating, highlighting the 

roles of identity renegotiation and social support in facilitating recovery. Study 3 (Chapter 4) 

used focused ethnography to explore how wing control training may contribute to the 

prevention and recovery of fear injury through a balance of challenge and support, graded 

exposure, and instructor modelling of vulnerability. Across the three studies, fear injury was 

understood as a distinct construct that aligns with the survival with impairment trajectory yet 

remains conceptually separable from related constructs. Overall, the findings in this thesis 

make a meaningful contribution to the sport psychology literature by establishing fear injury 

as a distinct psychological construct and demonstrating how it is experienced, navigated, and 
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potentially recovered from over time. In addition to advancing theoretical and empirical 

knowledge, this thesis contributes to applied practice by offering evidence-informed 

recommendations for individual pilots, instructors, and the broader paragliding community, 

and by providing a foundation for future research in paragliding and other high-risk contexts. 

Keywords: adversity; fear injury; high-risk sports; paragliding; performance impairment 
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Glossary of Terms 

Acro (acrobatics) — A paragliding discipline of intentional, high-energy aerobatic 

manoeuvres such as the SAT, helicopter, and infinite tumble. 

Active piloting — The continuous, anticipatory use of brake and weight-shift inputs to keep 

the wing pressurised and stable in turbulent air. 

Babadağ / Ölüdeniz — A mountain (~1,900m) and adjacent town on the Turkish 

Mediterranean coast, internationally recognised as one of the world's busiest paragliding sites 

and the location of the Study 3 fieldwork. 

Big ears — A controlled descent technique in which the pilot pulls down the outer A-lines to 

fold in the wingtips, reducing surface area and increasing sink rate. Generally considered safe 

and stable. 

Brakes — Handles attached to the trailing edge of the wing, pulled to slow, steer, and flare 

for landing. 

Collapse — A partial or complete loss of internal pressure in the wing, causing part of it to 

fold under. An asymmetric collapse affects one side of the wing; a frontal collapse affects the 

entire leading edge simultaneously. Collapses are common in turbulent air and typically 

recover spontaneously but can develop into more serious incidents. 

Cross-country (XC) — Flying long distances away from the launch site, typically by linking 

thermals. 

Free flight (free-flying) — Unpowered foot-launched flight; the umbrella category that 

includes paragliding, hang gliding, and speedflying. 

Ground handling (kiting) — Practising wing control on the ground, inflating, steering, and 

stabilising the wing without flying to develop foundational skills. 

Harness — The seat-like equipment in which the pilot sits or reclines, suspended from the 

wing by risers and lines. Includes built-in attachments for a reserve parachute. 
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Hike-and-fly — A discipline that combines hiking up a mountain carrying a paraglider in a 

pack and then flying down. 

Kit — Colloquial term for a pilot's full equipment set: wing, harness, reserve, helmet, and 

instruments. A “kit check” is the standard pre-flight inspection of all components. 

Reserve (rescue) — A secondary parachute carried in the harness, deployed manually if the 

wing becomes uncontrollable. "Throwing" the reserve refers to its deployment. 

Ridge soaring — Sustaining flight by soaring wind deflected upward by a ridge or slope. 

Risers — The webbing straps that connect the harness to the lines of the wing; pilots can 

manipulate risers directly to control wing shape and behaviour. 

Speed bar (accelerator) — A foot-operated bar that flattens the wing's angle of attack to 

increase airspeed. 

Spin — An asymmetric stall in which one half of the wing flies while the other is stalled, 

causing rapid rotation. 

Spiral (dive) — A steep, rapid descending turn used as a controlled rapid-descent technique 

or, unintentionally, as a dangerous loss-of-control event. 

Stall — A loss of lift caused by exceeding the wing's critical angle of attack, usually from 

over-braking. A full stall is intentional in advanced training; an unintentional deep stall is 

dangerous. 

Tandem — A two-person flight in which a qualified pilot flies with a passenger on a larger, 

two-place wing. 

Thermal / thermalling — A column of rising warm air; thermalling is the technique of 

circling within one to gain altitude. 

Vol-bivouac — multi-day flying in which pilots carry camping equipment and bivouac 

wherever they land each evening. 
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Wing (glider) — Paragliders are certified by independent bodies (most commonly EN) and 

rated EN-A (most passive, beginner) through EN-D (most demanding, advanced) according 

to their behaviour in turbulent air and recovery from collapses. 

Wing control training (SIV) — Structured training, typically conducted over water, in 

which pilots intentionally induce collapses, stalls, spins, and spirals under instructor guidance 

to learn recovery techniques. SIV stands for Simulation d'Incidents en Vol (French: 

"simulation of in-flight incidents"); often called "wing control" in English-speaking contexts. 
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Chapter One: General Introduction 

Situating the Researcher 

In the taxi, I held my pee-soaked Rupees out of the window to dry and smiled as I felt 

the weight of my childhood dream sink into my chest. I had just done a 45-kilometre 

paragliding flight, traversing 5000-meter peaks and sharing thermals—columns of rising 

warm air—with native vultures as we spiralled up and through the Himalayas together. I was 

a brand-new paraglider pilot, and achieving this on my beginner wing was near impossible, 

but I had done it, and in that taxi ride back to Bir, I knew I would keep doing it for as long as 

I could. 

*** 

I grew up coveting the adventures of Indiana Jones and the thrill of Maverick’s flights 

from Top Gun. While my sister played with our Barbie Dream Bus, I would spend hours in 

my garage building model F-14 fighter jets, wearing my green flight jacket, as if I could be 

called in to save the day at any moment. Once, a neighbour boy wandered in and confidently 

stated that girls could not become pilots. I jumped out from behind my workbench, satisfied 

with how tall I towered over him, and shouted that my dad said I could do anything I wanted. 

Then I got back to work. On my 13th birthday, my parents gifted me a private flying lesson in 

a Cessna 172. It was the first time I had been in an aeroplane, and I flew it. A couple of years 

later, I realised that the military would not be for me (no one would tell me what to do at 

eighteen), and I had no idea how to pay for private flying lessons—my dreams of flying 

faded into the background. 

Then, at twenty-five, I discovered paragliding. I watched the pilots pull their aircraft 

from a large rucksack, effortlessly step off the cliff, and soar over the Pacific Ocean. In an 

instant, I knew I had found what I had been searching for. Over the next several months, I 

learned how to control the glider and the basics of free flight. At the end of the summer, I 
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received my license from a Lake Tahoe-based instructor, John. At the time, John was one of 

the very few instructors in California. He was the kind of man who always prioritised safety. 

If the weather looked sketchy, he was the first to pack up his equipment and say he would 

rather go home and kiss his wife. 

I trusted his judgment implicitly – he was my safety barometer. A few months after 

my first trip to India, he died in a tandem accident that also took the life of one of his 

students. The confusion and shock of losing him changed my relationship with flying forever. 

Over the next few years, I struggled to find the same unadulterated joy I had during that first 

flight to Dharamsala. I was terrified on take-off, and my skills seemed to evaporate. I was 

desperate to continue flying, but as soon as I was airborne, I could not wait to get down. I 

gripped the handles and tensed my entire body as I flew straight to the landing zone. Over the 

next few years, I struggled to find myself in the sport again. I kept flying, but I was nowhere 

near my previous performance level and was not even dreaming of becoming a world 

champion. I wanted to fly—I loved to fly. Eventually, I gave myself an ultimatum: quit flying 

or find a way to get over this fear. I decided to go back to where I felt the best: India. I would 

fly as much as possible for as long as it took to feel the joy again. I sold everything I owned, 

quit my job, and booked a one-way ticket back to Bir, India. 

After a year of consistent flying, I had regained my confidence and shaken the mental 

weight of the loss. I spent the next several years working as a professional tandem pilot, 

successfully flying hundreds of passengers. In the summers, I participated in low-level 

competitions and did moderately well. I did not want to be a world champion anymore; I was 

after the joy. And I found that joy again, the one that little me in the garage would scarcely be 

able to believe. And then my husband broke his neck in Nepal. The doctor in Pokhara told us 

he should stay as still as possible, or he may be paralysed or die. We needed to get to a better-
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equipped hospital in Kathmandu. It was an agonising trip, but eventually, we made it to the 

hospital and found out he would make a full recovery. He was flying again in six weeks. 

When I went back to work flying tandems during his recovery, I immediately noticed 

my confidence was shattered. I was right back to the moment my instructor had died, nerves 

had slithered into everything again, and the joy was nowhere to be found. Since then, I have 

witnessed countless accidents and lost friends. I have comforted young widows and held 

someone’s hand as they took their last breath. I felt the weight of every accident, each like a 

stone pile on my chest made up of fear, sadness, and grief. Every time I regained the 

confidence and joy, inevitably something would set me back again. But I kept flying because 

it was still worth it. 

*** 

The term “fear injury” emerged from within the paragliding community. Despite not 

really knowing what it meant, I instantly recognised myself in it. There is comfort in 

discovering that an experience is shared. Sport psychology research has demonstrated that 

when athletes recognise that their peers experience similar emotions, they feel validated, 

understood, and comforted, which strengthens interpersonal support and reduces feelings of 

isolation (Kim et al., 2024; Solstad et al., 2022). Despite having a shared language, however, 

there was no guidance on how to recover. There was no understanding of what was 

happening psychologically; nothing but shrugs from people who had gone through it. As they 

told me, you either are scared until you are not, or you quit. Fear injury is something I have 

grappled with throughout my paragliding career. I wanted to understand why I seemed to be 

more susceptible to it and how to cope with it. I wanted to help others deal with it, too. As I 

started talking to more pilots in the community, I discovered that fear injury affected far more 

people than I realised. 

But what is fear injury? And most importantly: how does one recover from it? 
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To begin answering these questions, I dug through the sport psychology literature 

concerning high-risk sports to understand how fear influences performance. I was surprised 

to discover most of the research focused on motivations for participation or personality 

characteristics of practitioners (Hornby et al., 2024; Martinho et al., 2024). There was no 

research that examined how fear-related disruption resolved over time in high-risk sport 

contexts. This gap has important implications for performance, safety, and long-term 

participation in high-risk sports. To situate this thesis, the following review examines the 

current state of sport psychology literature on high-risk sports. 

Contextual Background 

Conceptualising High-Risk 

Participation, media coverage, and public awareness of high-risk sports activities have 

grown exponentially over the last two decades, while participation in traditional sports has 

declined (Brymer et al., 2020; Cohen et al., 2018; Gardner et al., 2021; Weishaar et al., 2023). 

The scale of this growth is now estimated at nearly half a billion participants globally, 

creating a massive market reflecting a modern shift in how people seek novel experiences 

(Hornby et al., 2024). Despite the surge in popularity, the definition of “high-risk” sport 

remains ambiguous and inconsistent (Brymer et al., 2020). Related terms such as “extreme 

sports” or “adventure sports” are frequently used interchangeably (Cohen et al., 2018). A 

recent systematic review highlighted the lack of a clear, consistent definition across these 

terms, with researchers frequently applying them inconsistently and according to study-

specific criteria (Hornby et al., 2024). The authors noted that because there is still no 

academic consensus on what defines an “extreme sport”, researchers are often left to establish 

their own criteria, though the constant thread remains the presence of objective personal risk. 

Moreover, these terms can be analytically differentiated by what they foreground: “extreme” 

typically emphasizes heightened consequences and the potential for catastrophic outcomes; 
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“adventure” highlights uncertainty and interaction with dynamic natural environments; 

“lifestyle” focuses on identity, community, and patterns of participation beyond formalized 

sport structures; and “high-risk” is commonly used to describe activities in which the 

possibility of serious harm or death is inherent (Hornby et al., 2024; Houge Mackenzie & 

Brymer, 2020; Martinho et al., 2024; Säfvenbom et al., 2023; Woodman, Hardy, et al., 2020). 

The ambiguity and interchangeability of terms reflect the relative infancy of the field 

and the ongoing evolution of research on non-traditional sports. The imprecision of the 

definitions has often led to the development of inaccurate theories that fail to reflect 

participants’ actual experiences (Martinho et al., 2024). To address this, Martinho et al. 

proposed defining extreme sports specifically as independent activities where a mismanaged 

mistake is likely to result in a fatal outcome, thereby distinguishing them from activities 

where the risk of death is less inherent. While paragliding could reasonably be classified as 

extreme, adventure, or lifestyle, in this thesis, I deliberately adopt the term “high-risk sport” 

to describe paragliding, as it provides the most useful context for exploring fear injury within 

an activity where serious injury and death are real possibilities. Additionally, in my 

experience as a pilot, individuals within the paragliding community rarely identify as 

“extreme” sports participants. While “adventure” and “lifestyle” capture important aspects of 

participation, neither adequately foregrounds the central concern of this thesis: how 

individuals experience, respond to, and recover from fear injury within a context where risk is 

central. 

I have purposefully avoided the term “extreme” since it is frequently associated with 

deviance, recklessness, and pathological risk-taking in public perception (Ebert et al., 2024). 

According to traditional sport narratives, participating in high-risk sports was often associated 

with deviant or socially unacceptable behaviour (Brymer & Schweitzer, 2017). The 

stereotypical participant was frequently depicted as a “reckless” young male, a “pathological 
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daredevil” interested in “thrill-seeking,” and engaging in “self-destructive” behaviour (Arijs 

et al., 2017, p. 2). A recent study confirmed that this stigma persists in public perception; 

laypeople consistently judge high-risk sports as more dangerous and their participants as 

more reckless than those in traditional sports, even when the objective fatality rates are 

identical (Ebert et al., 2024). More recent research has provided a more nuanced 

understanding of gendered risk-taking behaviour in high-risk sports. While men and women 

score similarly on self-reported “risk-taking” scales, men are statistically more likely to have 

accidents (Blanch & Martínez, 2025). This suggests that, for men, deliberate risk-taking is a 

much stronger predictor of accidents than it is for women. 

Evolution of High-Risk Sport Research 

Psychological research on participation in high-risk sports has typically focused on 

the motivations of participants (Brymer et al., 2020). According to traditional research, 

common motives for participation in high-risk sports include sensation-seeking and 

edgework. Sensation-seeking is “defined by the seeking of varied, novel, complex and 

intense sensations, and experiences and the willingness to take physical, social, legal and 

financial risks for the sake of such experiences” (Zuckerman, 1994, p. 27). Sensation-seeking 

can be understood as a combination of risk-seeking and experience-seeking (Gardner et al., 

2021), both of which are positively associated with participation in high-risk sports (Bołdak 

& Guszkowska, 2016; Cohen et al., 2018; Guszkowska & Bołdak, 2010; Kerr & Houge 

Mackenzie, 2020). However, a recent critique of the sensation-seeking scale suggests it is an 

unreliable tool for assessing motivations in high-risk sports, as the willingness to participate 

in such sports is itself a measure of sensation-seeking (Woodman, MacGregor, et al., 2020). 

Hence, it is not surprising to discover that a skydiver would be willing to try skydiving, nor 

does it provide insight into the motivations related to sensation seeking. A more recent 

synthesis of the research categorises participation into broader themes. While stable 
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personality traits like sensation-seeking are still studied, there is an increasing focus on 

“motivation characteristics,” which examine an athlete’s internal confidence and sense of 

capability as they navigate a dangerous environment (Hornby et al., 2024). 

In the literature on high-risk sport participation, the concept of “edgework” refers to 

individuals “testing their ability and use of equipment while maintaining control and 

approaching the edge” (Laurendeau, 2006). Central to the concept of edgework is the illusion 

of maintaining control throughout the activity. This management of danger is often split 

between two different processing styles: an analytical approach focused on technical safety 

and an experiential approach driven by the immediate, visceral response to the risk itself. For 

example, Laurendeau described the experience of a skydiver who had a malfunction with his 

main canopy (2006). To cope with the negative event, he reframed it as a positive learning 

experience, which helped him accept it and regain control. If the illusion of control is 

challenged, skydivers typically respond by redefining negative emotions and experiences by 

blaming the victim or accepting an outcome as fated. 

The phenomenological concept of “protective frames” from reversal theory relates to 

the concept of edgework (Thatcher et al., 2007). In reversal theory, three protective frames 

affect how risk is interpreted and experienced: the confidence, safety-zone, and detachment 

frames. In an article concerning motivations for BASE jumping, Kerr and Houge Mackenzie 

liken the confidence frame to a “psychological bubble that envelops dangerous activities,” 

allowing participants to reach the edge while retaining a sense of security (2020, p. 226). 

With the exception of one case study of a skydiver who withdrew from skydiving following a 

fellow skydiver’s accidental death (Thatcher et al., 2007), little attention has been paid in 

previous studies on edgework and reversal theory to how participants respond if or when they 

are unable to reframe a negative experience or if and how the protective frame fails. 
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Decentring Risk 

The current emphasis on risk in the literature on high-risk sport participation can 

serve to perpetuate the myth that participants in these sports are motivated by deviant 

personality characteristics. As Brymer & Feletti (2020) argue, this is an oversimplification 

that neglects to account for the increased participation rate, and the myriad motivations 

participants have for engaging in these activities. Furthermore, studies have shown that 

participants demonstrate qualities that oppose the risk-taking perspective. Participants are 

“careful, well trained, well prepared, self-aware and prefer to remain in control” (Brymer & 

Feletti, 2020, p. 433). Rather than reckless risk-takers, recent research suggests that 

participation in high-risk sports can be understood as a deliberate and embodied confrontation 

with loss, fear, and existential uncertainty (Mo et al., 2026). 

Notably, traditional theoretical models of high-risk sport participation do not align 

with athletes’ lived experiences. One potential reason for this disconnect is that individuals 

who have never engaged in these activities may be unable to appreciate the sport's benefits, 

either physically or psychologically (Ebert et al., 2024). Consequently, non-participants tend 

to undervalue the rewards and view the risks as unjustified. In response, contemporary 

research has shifted towards a more holistic approach focused on the lived experiences of 

participants. As a result, the narrative has shifted from a dominant risk-oriented focus to a 

more nuanced perspective on the motivations for participation in high-risk sports. 

Studies have used narrative and phenomenological methods to explore the lived 

experiences of practitioners of high-risk sports. Arijs et al.’s study of wingsuit flying (2017) 

found that, far from recklessly avoiding self-awareness, participation in the sport was 

motivated by a desire to cultivate self-awareness and meaning that extended beyond the sport 

and into the possibility of flourishing in wider life (see also Holmbom et al., 2017). Similarly, 

Wiersma’s phenomenological investigation of big wave surfing (2014) found that big-wave 
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surfers, far from being impulsive or reckless thrill-seekers, are highly prepared, focused, and 

deeply aware of the dangers. Participation in the sport was understood as part of a broader 

identity and a search for a meaningful, rich existence. Kiemle-Gabbay and Lavallee’s study 

of alpine snow sports challenges the assumption that high-risk athletes are impulsive or 

sensation-seeking, suggesting that alpine racers and freestyle athletes instead require high 

levels of emotional regulation and cognitive control (2017). While fear and danger are not by 

any means absent from these experiences, as Kerr and Houge Mackenzie’s study of BASE 

jumping (2020) suggests, athletes’ focus is on the life-enhancing and meaning-making 

possibilities that participation offers. Far from being nihilistic or self-destructive, jumpers are 

self-aware and disciplined. Participation offers a connection to both nature and a community 

built on trust and shared responsibility. A variety of multi-sport studies (Brymer & Oades, 

2009; Brymer & Schweitzer, 2013a, 2013b; Hardie-Bick & Bonner, 2016; Zhou et al., 2020) 

make a similar point: self-mastery and self-development, along with social belonging, are 

emphasised over risk. 

This shift away from the risk oriented perspective has revealed positive psychological 

benefits of participating in high-risk sports, such as spending time in, and becoming more 

connected to, natural environments (Brymer et al., 2009; Houge Mackenzie & Brymer, 2020; 

MacIntyre et al., 2019), strengthening social connections (Frühauf et al., 2017), increasing 

self-esteem (Woodman, MacGregor, et al., 2020), transcending limitations (Brymer & 

Schweitzer, 2013b), experiencing flow state (Boudreau et al., 2020; Hardie-Bick & Bonner, 

2016), experiencing awe  (Huang et al., 2024), facilitating psychological well-being (Brymer 

& Schweitzer, 2017) and a wide range of other benefits including improved motor skills and 

balance, increased creativity, and the construction of a unique identity (Säfvenbom et al., 

2023). 



FEAR OF FLYING  26 

   
 

Fear 

Research on high-risk sports from the risk-taking perspective has presumed that 

“participants do not experience fear” (Brymer & Schweitzer, 2013a). As such, fear itself has 

rarely been a topic of inquiry for researchers, and only a handful of studies have discussed 

how participants experience and cope with fear in high-risk sports. For example, Buckley 

found that facing fear can “boost performance” by generating “intense focus and awareness,” 

which helped to dissipate fear (2016). Similarly, Brymer & Schweitzer found that 

“participants embrace fear,” leading to transformational experiences in which they 

transcended their limitations (2013a, p. 484). Wiersma (2014) found that big wave surfers 

experienced a range of emotions, including fear, elation, and playfulness, depending on the 

circumstances. Notably, surfers were careful not to push beyond their skill level, and they 

demonstrated a variety of mental strategies, including the ability to “switch from panic to 

calm” in fear-inducing situations (p. 161). Similarly, Frühauf et al. examined motivation and 

risk in freeriding and discovered participants “distinguished between positive and negative 

fear” (2017, p. 9). Athletes associated positive fear with awareness of the potential dangers 

and an increased sense of “awareness, focus, and concentration” (p. 9). Intentional 

engagement with fear in high-risk sports may also act as a catalyst for emotional resilience 

and transformative self-awareness (Mo et al., 2026). 

Rather than avoiding fear, researchers have argued that participants in high-risk sports 

sometimes engage in positive reformulation, or reframing, of frightening experiences. For 

example, Cetinkaya and Özçelik utilised the “Thorson-Powell Death Anxiety Scale” to 

investigate the effect of adverse experiences in high-risk sports, both personal and of fellow 

practitioners, on subsequent fear of death (2021). Findings indicated that among the 589 

individuals sampled, adverse experiences did not increase death anxiety. The authors 

speculated that high-risk sports practitioners might “consider the risk of death as an 



FEAR OF FLYING  27 

   
 

experience to learn from rather than cause anxiety” (p. 5). Notably, the sample population 

included 247 paraglider pilots. Of the paraglider pilots, 182 knew someone who had been 

seriously injured or risked death, and 76 had been injured or risked death. Importantly, this 

paper highlights the need for more research concerning how adverse experiences affect 

participants in high-risk sports and how participants cope with fear, anxiety, and trauma. 

Trauma 

Trauma has been defined as exposure to or threatened death, serious injury, or sexual 

violence whether in the form of directly experiencing the event; witnessing, in person, the 

event occurring to others, learning that such an event happened to a close family member or 

friend and/or experiencing repeated or extreme exposure to aversive details of such events, 

such as in the case of first responders (Jones & Cureton, 2014). The DSM-5 recognised that 

witnessing a traumatic event can cause “vicarious traumatisation” (VT) or “secondary 

traumatic stress” (STS) (American Psychiatric Association, 2022; Tuakli-Wosornu et al., 

2022). Studies have shown the prevalence rate of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 

among rescue workers worldwide (10%) (Berger et al., 2012), among mountain workers 

exposed to multiple traumatic events (4.15%) (Traber et al., 2020), and among athletes (13% 

- 25%) (Aron et al., 2019). Notably, athletes have a higher prevalence rate of PTSD when 

compared to the general population  (Aron et al., 2019). Given the high risk of injury and 

death in high-risk sports, the lack of research on the prevalence rate of trauma, PTSD, or 

anxiety disorders among high-risk sports participants is surprising. 

Future of High-Risk Sport Research 

Despite the growing body of research on high-risk sports, several important gaps 

remain. While recent work has begun to move beyond risk-oriented explanations and towards 

more nuanced, experience-based accounts of participation, the literature is still heavily 

weighted towards motivations, personality characteristics, and broad psychological outcomes 
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(Brymer & Feletti, 2020; Hornby et al., 2024; Martinho et al., 2024). Comparatively little 

attention has been given to how individuals experience and navigate disruption to 

performance over time, particularly following adverse events. Moreover, existing research 

often treats high-risk sport participants as a relatively homogenous group, despite increasing 

recognition that these activities differ substantially in their demands, environments, and 

psychological profiles (Boldak & Guszkowska, 2013; Martinho et al., 2024). While high-risk 

sports share common elements, particularly engagement with the natural world and its 

physical forces, they remain remarkably varied. There is therefore a clear need for sport-

specific investigations to better capture the variability in experiences across high-risk 

activities (Boldak & Guszkowska, 2013). In the present thesis, a sport-specific approach is 

adopted, focusing on paragliding as a distinct high-risk activity. 

Purpose of the Research 

The purpose of this thesis was to construct a substantive, experienced based 

understanding of fear injury as experienced in the context of paragliding. Paragliding is a 

form of foot-launched flight in which pilots are seated in a harness and connected to a 

canopy. After taking off, pilots use thermals and wind to gain altitude, much as soaring birds 

do. Several subdisciplines exist within the paragliding community, including acrobatic, cross-

country, vol-bivouac, tandem, and competition flying. It is difficult to know how many active 

paraglider pilots there are worldwide since not all pilots are registered in their respective 

states; however, in 2014, there were over 120,000, and there are likely many more today 

(Wilkes et al., 2021). Pilots consistently fly distances of over 100 kilometres. The current 

distance record is 613 kilometres – a flight that lasted over 11 hours  (Cross Country 

Magazine, 2021). Paragliding has become safer over time through technical innovations; 

however, it is approximately twice as risky as skydiving for severe injuries and death (Wilkes 

et al., 2022). 
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Paraglider pilots began using the term’ fear injury’ to describe a shared experience 

within the paragliding community, but it had not yet been defined or empirically investigated 

in sport psychology. Therefore, the first step in this research was to construct a grounded 

theory to understand how fear injury is experienced by paraglider pilots, how it is 

characterised and how it develops. Building on this, the thesis explores the lived experience 

of fear injury, focusing on how it unfolds over time and how it is navigated by individuals 

within the sport. This includes exploring how fear injury may develop following adverse 

experiences, how it shapes performance and participation, and how individuals make sense of 

and respond to these changes over time. Finally, the thesis investigates a practical training 

programme that may influence protective or restorative processes related to fear injury. The 

overarching aim is to develop a nuanced, experience-based understanding of fear injury that 

addresses a critical gap in the literature concerning psychological impairment following 

adversity in high-risk sports. 

Research Design and Philosophy 

This thesis is situated within an interpretivist research paradigm, underpinned by a 

relativist ontology and a constructivist epistemology (Burns et al., 2022). Qualitative methods 

were well-suited to this project, as I felt that exploring the community’s understanding and 

experience of the phenomenon was an essential first step. Utilising a qualitative approach 

also helps amplify participant voices by working with the community rather than on it. To 

accomplish this goal, I prioritised thick description and deep engagement with participants’ 

experiences throughout this project. As a member of the paragliding community who has 

personally experienced fear injury, I conducted this research from an insider perspective, 

which shaped my interpretive lens (Aguilar et al., 2025; Rinchen et al., 2025). 

The studies included in this thesis were designed to explore fear injury from different 

angles using three distinct yet complementary methodologies: Constructivist Grounded 
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Theory (Charmaz, 2014), Longitudinal Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (Farr & 

Nizza, 2019), and Focused Ethnography (Trundle & Phillips, 2023). Together, the three 

studies demonstrate methodological coherence (Holt & Tamminen, 2010) while progressively 

deepening the understanding of fear injury. The first study maps the conceptual structure of 

fear injury, the second explores the lived experience of fear injury, and the third 

operationalises fear injury in an applied context. 

Given that this thesis represents the first formal investigation into fear injury, a 

grounded theory approach was selected to develop an initial interpretative theory which 

foregrounds participants’ experiences.  Constructivist Grounded Theory (CGT) (Charmaz, 

2014) was selected for the first study because it provided a structured method to construct a 

theory from a dataset in which no prior theory exists. At this stage, constructing a theory of 

fear injury was justified since imposing existing theory might have obscured contextual or 

experiential nuance. This approach prioritises interpretative analysis and constructing theory 

that is grounded in data and reflects participants’ perspective. Fear injury was not an 

established construct at the outset of the thesis; therefore, selecting a preexisting theory 

would have risked imposing meaning or explaining the experience of fear injury prematurely. 

At the outset of this thesis, the purpose was to provisionally locate an under-theorised 

construct. The methodology allows the theory to be interpreted and constructed from the 

participants’ narratives, ensuring that the resulting theory reflects the community’s 

conceptualisation rather than imposing external categories. CGT acknowledges that the 

researcher’s positionality shapes their analytical lens. In practice, my perspective allowed for 

a more intuitive understanding of the data which consequently, strengthened the grounded 

theory’s contextual relevance. 

Once the initial grounded theory was constructed, the research shifted to explore the 

lived experience of fear injury over time through Longitudinal Interpretative 
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Phenomenological Analysis (LIPA) (Farr & Nizza, 2019). The primary aim of this study was 

to gain an idiographic depth of understanding of fear injury as a lived phenomenon. The 

results present a thick description of how the grounded theory’s conceptual categories are 

lived and embodied over time. My personal experience of fear injury facilitated a profound 

exploration of what it means to live with fear injury. 

The third study utilised Focused Ethnography (Trundle & Phillips, 2023) and 

conceptualised the wing control training environment as a specific social field where reality 

is constructed through interaction, ritual, and observable behaviour. The aim of this study was 

to explore how an existing training intervention may influence how people live with, and 

potentially recover from, fear injury. Analysis was conducted using Reflexive Thematic 

Analysis (RTA) (Braun & Clarke, 2021b) since it conceptualises the researcher’s subjectivity 

and positionality as an analytical resource. In this study, my familiarity with paragliding and 

the paragliding community enabled me to enter the field as an insider (Aguilar et al., 2025; 

Rinchen et al., 2025) and to establish rapport effortlessly. Moreover, during the analysis 

phase, I identified subtle, latent themes in the data that an outside observer might have 

missed. 

The integration of these three distinct methodologies was a deliberate strategy to 

address the multi-dimensional nature of fear injury. The design functions as a progressive 

deepening of inquiry, with each study building on the findings of the previous one to create a 

cohesive whole. Study 1 (CGT) provides a conceptual outline of fear injury, identifying its 

core characteristics. However, the initial grounded theory cannot capture the dynamic nature 

of the experience over an extended period. Study 2 (LIPA), therefore, fleshes out this 

construct by exploring the temporal and embodied texture of fear injury. Finally, Study 3 

(Ethnography) operationalises the findings to observe how the conditions for recovery from 

fear injury may be supported or hindered in a training environment. 
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Across all three studies, analysis followed an iterative, inductive–interpretive process 

in which data collection and analysis proceeded concurrently. Initial engagement with the 

data involved close, line-by-line reading to identify meaning units grounded in participants’ 

accounts. These were coded using gerunds to foreground process (e.g., losing control, re-

evaluating risk). Using the constant comparison method, codes were progressively clustered 

into more abstract categories by examining similarities, differences, and patterns across 

participants. These categories were then further refined and integrated into higher-order 

themes that captured broader conceptual relationships. In Study 1, this process culminated in 

the development of an initial grounded theory of fear injury; in Study 2, it supported the 

identification of idiographic experiential patterns over time; and in Study 3, it informed the 

interpretation of social practices and interactions within the training context. Analytic 

decisions were documented in written memos. The memos served as a bridge between raw 

data and emerging higher-order conceptual interpretations. Although member checking is 

often presented as a standard practice in qualitative research, evidence suggests it is neither a 

universal requirement nor a reliable indicator of quality in qualitative research (Motulsky, 

2021). In line with the interpretive aims of this study, member checking was not considered 

necessary or helpful. Analytic rigour was ensured through constant comparison, memo-

writing, theoretical sampling, and reflective engagement rather than participant validation. 

Positionality 

I did not arrive at this topic as an external observer. As a member of the paragliding 

community who has personally experienced fear injury, this research is conducted from an 

insider perspective, which shaped my interpretive lens (Aguilar et al., 2025; Rinchen et al., 

2025). This positioning is not incidental to the research but constitutive of it. Within the 

interpretivist paradigm underpinning this thesis, the researcher’s subjectivity is not a source 

of contamination to be neutralised, but an analytical resource to be drawn on and interrogated 
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(Charmaz, 2014; J. A. Smith et al., 2022). My insider status conferred several concrete 

advantages across the research. Participants did not need to explain the culture, language, or 

felt experience of paragliding to me, which meant interviews moved quickly into depth. 

Community-specific concepts such as cascade incidents, the significance of top landing, and 

the social dynamics of a launch site were immediately legible to me, shaping both my 

questioning and my interpretation. Participants frequently expressed relief at speaking to 

someone who understood, and several noted that they had not previously had the opportunity 

to speak honestly about their fear. 

In the context of the first study specifically, this familiarity enabled a more intuitive 

understanding of the codes and categories and strengthened the grounded theory’s contextual 

relevance. In the second study, the shared understanding among the participants and me 

supported the sustained, trusting relationship that longitudinal research across three interview 

rounds requires. Participants returned, I believe, in part because the first interview felt 

grounded in a genuine desire for mutual understanding. In the third study, my familiarity with 

paragliding and the paragliding community allowed me to enter the field as an insider 

(Aguilar et al., 2025; Rinchen et al., 2025) and more easily establish rapport. 

Access to candid, detailed accounts was a direct consequence of my insider 

knowledge and status in the community, which facilitated rapport with participants and 

supported nuanced data collection. However, my insider status also necessitated careful 

examination to ensure that my own experience did not unduly influence my interpretations. 

Throughout this project, as I navigated the tension between my insider perspective and my 

position as a researcher, I was conscious that my lived experience would influence how I 

interpreted the interviews and analysed the data. In practice, this was challenging and 

required constant reflexivity. As an insider, I carried with me a personal narrative and history 

of paragliding and fear injury. The most significant consideration was over-identification: 
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recognising my own experience so readily in participants’ accounts that I coded towards a 

pre-formed understanding or jumped to conclusions based on existing preconceptions rather 

than remaining open. A related consideration was the normalisation of experiences that 

warrant analytic scrutiny; treating something as unremarkable because it is familiar, rather 

than examining it carefully because it is significant. 

To explore the tension, I noted and reflected on how experiences diverged from my 

own, ensuring that the results were not simply a theorisation of my personal history. In the 

interviews, I needed to remain aware of the problem of assumed meaning. The same shared 

language that made interviews fluent also created conditions in which participants may not 

have fully articulated the details of their experience, assuming I already understood. In 

practice, this meant I could not always be certain whether an account was complete or 

whether it was abbreviated by assumed mutual comprehension. During analysis, I remained 

alert to the potential of filling interpretive gaps with my own experience. It would be easy to 

read a participant’s brief or ambiguous account through the lens of what I know about fear 

injury rather than sit with the uncertainty of what they actually said. Where I noticed this 

happening, the discipline of writing reflexive memos helped me document the ambiguity 

explicitly and either leave the interpretation open or seek clarification in subsequent 

interviews, as permitted by the longitudinal design. 

I was also aware of the risk of conceptual foreclosure. I came to this research already 

identifying with the experience of fear injury. That prior identification motivated the research, 

but it also meant I came to it with preconceived notions about fear injury. In practice, I 

considered my subjectivity as an analytic resource and carefully attended to moments of 

friction between the data and my personal experience (Braun & Clarke, 2023). These 

moments of friction are documented in my analytic memos and were raised explicitly in 

supervisory discussions. 
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There were also challenges associated with my identity and perceived status within 

the paragliding community. As a member of the paragliding community, a former 

professional tandem pilot who has personally experienced fear injury, I occupied a specific 

social location that participants read and responded to in ways that shaped the interview 

encounter. Some participants appeared to find the shared identity reassuring and disclosed, 

with candour, that they had not found it elsewhere. Others may have managed their self-

presentation in relation to how they perceived me. Management behaviours might include, for 

example, performing competence, moderating the severity of their experience, or over-

disclosing. I cannot know with certainty how my perceived position shaped each encounter, 

but I can acknowledge that it did shape them, and that the accounts I collected reflect not only 

participants’ experiences but the specific relational dynamic between each participant and an 

interviewer who was known to them, in some cases, as a pilot, a researcher, and a person who 

had engaged with fear injury. I reflected on this dynamic in my research journal, and 

throughout the analysis, I have attempted to read participants’ accounts as situated 

performances of experience rather than transparent windows into it. 

To manage all of these potential points of tension, I practised rigorous reflexivity. I 

interrogated how my own fear injury history influenced all phases of the research, including 

design, data collection, analysis and interpretation. In practice, this took several forms. I 

wrote detailed analytic memos after each data collection and analysis session to explore 

emerging ideas, raise sensitising questions, document reflexive thoughts, and highlight 

potential discrepancies. In memos, I explicitly flagged moments of strong personal resonance 

and interrogated whether my interpretations were data-driven or autobiographically driven. 

During the analysis phases, I was also conscious of my positionality. As I read through the 

transcripts, line by line, I asked myself what the participant was saying. I thought about the 

words they chose, the meaning behind them, and questioned my assumptions about what they 
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meant. I maintained a reflexive journal in which thoughts, feelings, and subjective 

interpretations were documented and could be discussed. My supervisors consistently 

challenged my thought process and questioned my interpretations. All of my supervisors 

played a critical role in this process. Having a team who were curious and invested in the 

research was invaluable. They challenged my assumptions and asked insightful questions. 

More formally, I engaged in regular peer debriefing with my supervisory team, who acted as 

‘critical friends’ (B. Smith & McGannon, 2018), to challenge my interpretations and enhance 

the analytical rigour of the findings. I learned that my lived experience was a powerful tool, 

but it was also essential to create some analytic distance to foreground the participants’ 

perspectives rather than my own. 

It is also important to acknowledge the emotional demands this research placed on me 

as a researcher (Batey & Szedlak, 2024). Given my positionality and the potentially sensitive 

nature of the interview topic, before starting data collection, we considered the emotional 

distress I could potentially experience and prepared a response plan. The response plan 

included steps to address acute emotional distress and general well-being. Conducting 

interviews, extended fieldwork, and longitudinal follow-up with participants who were 

describing experiences of fear, grief, loss, and identity disruption that closely mirrored my 

own was at times genuinely difficult. Suppressing that would itself be a form of analytic 

dishonesty. The capacity to be moved by what participants shared and to understand it from 

the inside is part of what makes this research what it is. The task was not to eliminate that 

responsiveness but to ensure it served the analysis rather than distorting it. By being 

transparent about my positionality, I aim to enhance the credibility and trustworthiness of this 

research within a constructivist epistemology. 
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Structure of the Thesis 

The thesis is structured into six chapters, comprising the present general introduction, 

three empirical chapters, a general discussion, and a chapter of researcher reflections. Chapter 

One situates the thesis through six interrelated sections. The chapter opens with Situating the 

Researcher, in which I introduce my own history with paragliding and fear injury as the 

origin of the research aims. Contextual Background then reviews the sport psychology 

literature on high-risk sports, including how the field has conceptualised risk, the evolution 

from risk-oriented to experience-based accounts of participation, and the limited existing 

work on fear and trauma in this context. The purpose of the research articulates the 

overarching aim of constructing substantive, experienced based understanding of fear injury 

in paragliding. Research Design and Philosophy outline the interpretivist paradigm, relativist 

ontology, and constructivist epistemology underpinning the thesis, and explain the rationale 

for combining constructivist grounded theory, longitudinal interpretative phenomenological 

analysis, and focused ethnography as three progressively deepening methodologies. 

Positionality details my insider status as a paraglider pilot who has personally experienced 

fear injury, examines the analytic affordances and risks of that position, and describes the 

reflexive practices used throughout the research.  

Chapter Two presents a constructivist grounded theory study that develops an initial 

conceptualisation and definition of fear injury based on 38 semi-structured interviews with 

paraglider pilots. A short transition section bridges Study 1 and Study 2, articulating how the 

grounded theory operates as a sensitising framework for the subsequent phenomenological 

work. Chapter Three employs a longitudinal interpretative phenomenological analysis to 

explore how fear injury evolves and is experienced over time, drawing on initial, mid-point, 

and final interviews and diary entries collected from ten pilots over approximately six 

months, and identifies three distinct non-linear trajectories: improving, fluctuating, and 
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stagnating. A second transition section connects Study 2 to Study 3 by foregrounding the 

question of how the conditions associated with recovery might be cultivated in a structured 

training context. Chapter Four investigates the influence of wing control training on pilots' 

skills, confidence, and potential recovery from fear injury through a focused ethnographic 

approach based on participant observation, interviews, and field notes generated during a 

week-long course. Chapter Five offers a general discussion that synthesises findings across 

the three studies, articulates the theoretical, methodological, and applied contributions of the 

thesis, acknowledges its limitations, and proposes directions for future research across 

cultural contexts, diagnostic boundaries, predisposing and protective factors, and intervention 

design. Chapter Five concludes with a general conclusion that draws the thesis together. 

Chapter Six, Researcher Reflections, sits outside the empirical work of the preceding chapters 

and offers a reflexive account of my positionality, the research design, the cultural shift 

witnessed within the paragliding community across the doctoral period, and my own personal 

and professional development as a qualitative researcher. 
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Chapter Two: A Constructivist Grounded Theory of Fear Injury in Paraglider Pilots 

Abstract 

High-risk sports share commonalities, such as engaging with the natural world and its 

physical forces; however, there are significant variations in environments, equipment, 

training, skill levels, and the physical and mental strength required for each sport. 

Paragliding, a form of foot-launched free flight, is considered a high-risk sport. Paraglider 

pilots coined the term “fear injury” to describe an experience following adversity; however, it 

lacked a formal definition and theoretical understanding. We utilised a constructivist 

grounded theory methodology to explore fear injury among paraglider pilots through 38 

semi-structured interviews. The results describe a distinct performance impairment initiated 

by an adverse event characterised by surprise, perceived loss of control, and uncertainty 

regarding cause or preventability. Fear injury included a collapse of trust in skills, equipment, 

and decision-making; a shift from intellectual to experiential knowing of risk; heightened and 

sometimes irrational fear; and pronounced embodied fear responses. Fear injury was further 

characterised by psychosocial disruption, avoidance behaviour, and decreased participation 

and performance, despite continued engagement in the sport. Performance impairment was 

often recognised retrospectively, sometimes months or years after the initial event. Although 

pilots employed similar coping strategies, recovery trajectories varied, and there was little to 

differentiate those who recovered from those who did not. This study provides a robust, 

foundational grounded theory of fear injury, which can be used to explore whether fear injury 

transfers to other high-risk contexts, how it develops over time, and to further investigate 

optimal pathways to recovery and growth following adversity. 

Keywords: adversity; high-risk sports; paragliding; survival with impairment 
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Introduction 

Adversity is an inevitable and often influential aspect of the human experience. 

Accordingly, understanding how humans respond to adversity cognitively, emotionally, and 

physiologically has long been a central focus in psychology (Aldwin, 2007; Cannon, 1915; 

Elder, 1974; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Szabo et al., 2012). O’Leary and Ickovics (1995) 

identified four human outcomes following an adverse event: succumbing, survival with 

impairment, resilience, or thriving. Carver (1998) further elaborated on this framework, 

clarifying distinctions between these trajectories. According to Carver, succumbing refers to 

deterioration in functioning; survival with impairment describes continued functioning 

alongside ongoing psychological or emotional disruption; resilience denotes a return to 

baseline functioning; and thriving reflects growth beyond pre-adversity levels. In sporting 

contexts, athletes encounter and respond to a range of adverse experiences, from setbacks to 

major negative life events or trauma (Arnold & Fletcher, 2021), and the trajectory observed 

following an athlete’s experience of adversity has become an increasing focus of attention for 

sport researchers over the past decade. 

Resilience has been extensively researched, with a recent systematic review 

identifying over 90 empirical and theoretical studies in sports psychology (Gupta & 

McCarthy, 2022). Likewise, a growing body of research has explored thriving, noting that the 

experience of thriving does not require adversity (Brown et al., 2017, 2020). Rather than 

thriving, this post-adversity trajectory is better conceptualised as growth (Day & Wadey, 

2017; Santi et al., 2024; Sarkar et al., 2015). Several studies in sports psychology have also 

investigated constructs reflective of the survival with impairment trajectory, which may lead 

to ‘succumbing’ or withdrawal from sport. For example, this trajectory has been represented 

in constructs such as athlete burnout (Cai et al., 2025), choking under pressure (Gröpel & 

Mesagno, 2019), and kinesiophobia (Ambegaonkar et al., 2024), as well as specific types of 
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impairment or performance block (Bennett & Maynard, 2017), such as task specific dystonia 

(e.g., the ‘yips’) (Clarke et al., 2015; Lenka & Jankovic, 2021) or lost move state (e.g., the 

twisties) (Yu et al., 2022). The survival with impairment trajectory (Carver, 1998), therefore, 

appears to be experienced differently across sports and specific physiological, psychological, 

social, and cognitive contexts. The insight generated across this work has typically been 

driven by research conducted in traditional team, competitive, and elite sports (Meijen et al., 

2020), meaning that little is known about these experiences in other rapidly growing sport 

activities such as high-risk sports (e.g., freeride skiing, paragliding, BASE jumping). 

High-risk sports can be defined as “recreational physical activit[ies], which carr[y] a 

risk of serious physical injury or even death” (Willig, 2008, p. 691), and are suggested to 

have unique psychological demands (Brymer et al., 2020; Hornby et al., 2024). In contrast to 

traditional sports, where risks are primarily non-fatal, high-risk sports athletes utilise 

psychological skills such as heightened attentional focus and emotional control to mitigate 

risk and successfully navigate dynamic environments (Young & Knight, 2014). Given the 

significance of the demands involved, it is perhaps unsurprising that most social science 

research on high-risk sport athletes has examined athletes’ motivation for participation in 

these activities, personality characteristics, and risk-taking behaviour (Hornby et al., 2024; 

Martinho et al., 2024). Outside of these studies, a handful of papers have explored how high-

risk athletes manage and make sense of adverse experiences. One study (Laurendeau, 2006) 

found that skydivers manage adverse experiences such as accidents, injuries, or fatalities by 

reframing them in ways that preserve a sense of control. These experiences were often 

interpreted as opportunities for mastery and growth, emphasising skill, judgment, and 

composure as evidence of competence. Although previous studies on high-risk sports have 

provided glimpses into how athletes respond to adversity, there is a need for further research 
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that explores sport-specific psychological processes and contextualises athletes’ responses 

within the lived experiences of the population. 

Paragliding is a form of high-risk sport in which pilots complete a foot-launched 

flight whilst seated in a harness and connected to a canopy (Wilkes et al., 2022). In recent 

years, the term fear injury emerged organically in the paragliding community and has now 

become integrated into the paragliding vernacular. We cannot determine who coined the 

phrase or when it first was first used; however, the term has evidently been understood by the 

community since 2018 (McClurg & Hawks, 2018), when it was mentioned on the podcast 

‘Cloudbase Mayhem: Nik Hawks and weighing the risks.’ Hawks conceptualised fear injury 

as a lasting mental impact that required rehabilitation, like a physical injury. Though its use 

has been informal and community-driven, a fear injury appears to represent a similar type of 

post-adversity experience to survival with impairment, in which performance and enjoyment 

are affected despite continued participation. This concept is intriguing because it emerged 

within the paragliding community to describe a culturally specific, distinctive post-adversity 

experience; fear injury thus represents a form of situated knowledge created by people who 

need a way to name and make sense of their realities. Examining it acknowledges a 

community’s capacity to generate meaningful concepts while expanding understanding 

beyond dominant perspectives. Similar community-driven terms have been explored 

elsewhere in sport, such as “choking,” originally athlete slang for a breakdown in 

performance under pressure and later formalised as a psychological construct (Baumeister, 

1984). 

The primary aim of this study was to construct a grounded theory of fear injury in 

paraglider pilots. Specifically, the authors aimed to explore how fear injury was understood 

and experienced by paraglider pilots, how adverse experiences may influence the 

development of fear injury and how fear injury affects performance and participation. The 
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results from this study may help paraglider pilots better understand their experience of fear 

injury and inform targeted interventions that can increase resilience following adversity, both 

in paragliding and in other high-risk sports. 

Methodology 

Research Design 

We utilised constructivist grounded theory (CGT) methodology (Charmaz, 2014), 

which has been demonstrated to be a structured and adaptable approach for constructed 

theory for phenomena that are not well understood (Chun Tie et al., 2019). Fear injury 

represents a community derived construct that has not been previously researched construct; 

therefore, selecting a preexisting theory would have risked imposing meaning or explaining 

the experience of fear injury prematurely. As such, the aim of this research was to construct 

an initial grounded theory of fear injury. Our approach was grounded in a relativist 

ontological position and a constructivist epistemology, which acknowledge that reality is 

subjective, multiple, and shaped by individual perspectives, social contexts, and historical 

influences (Charmaz, 2014). The results of this study are presented from an interpretivist 

perspective, which emphasises that the grounded theory presented in this article is a 

construction of reality influenced by participants’ and researchers’ experiences, cultural 

backgrounds, and worldviews. 

Positionality 

The first author’s positionality as a paraglider pilot who had personally experienced 

fear injury facilitated rapid rapport with participants and supported a nuanced interpretation 

of community-specific language and practices. This familiarity meant that participants could 

describe their experiences without extensive contextualisation, and that the first author was 

attuned to subtle distinctions, for example, between rational and irrational fear as pilots 

understood them. These distinctions might have been less readily legible to an outsider. 
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However, insider positioning also carries the risk of over-identification: recognising the 

researcher’s own experience in participants’ accounts and coding toward a pre-formed 

understanding rather than allowing meanings to emerge from the data. This risk was actively 

managed through reflexive memo writing, in which the first author explicitly flagged 

moments of strong personal resonance and interrogated whether the interpretation was data-

driven or autobiographically driven. These reflections were shared with co-authors, who 

acted as a check on interpretive drift. The grounded theory presented here, therefore, reflects 

both the analytic resource of insider knowledge and the reflexive discipline required to 

prevent that knowledge from constraining the analysis. 

Participants 

As this was the first investigation into fear injury, the eligibility criteria were 

intentionally broad, and participation was open to all active or former paraglider pilots who 

spoke fluent English. Following Charmaz (2014), sampling initially aimed to capture a wide 

range of experiences and perspectives within the paragliding community. Over the course of 

data collection, recruitment criteria and interview questions were refined as the categories 

and theory developed. Early analysis directed attention towards areas for further elaboration 

including participants who did or did not identify as having experienced fear injury, 

participants who felt they had recovered, and perspectives that challenged or extended 

developing categories. Theoretically sampling was not intended to extend demographic 

representation but rather to refine and elaborate conceptual categories.  A brief article in a 

widely read paragliding magazine (Ewing, 2023) and subsequent word of mouth engaged 

prospective participants. Of the potential participants who contacted the research team, 38 

paraglider pilots provided consent and completed an interview. Of those, 27 were male, and 

11 were female, representing a range of paragliding backgrounds from novice to professional. 

The sample included pilots from various cultural and geographical backgrounds, including 
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the USA, the United Kingdom, France, Switzerland, New Zealand, Poland, Latvia, and 

Canada. Twenty participants self-identified as having experienced a fear injury, 14 as having 

never experienced a fear injury, and four as undetermined due to ongoing physical recovery 

from a paragliding accident. Of those who had experienced a fear injury, twelve felt that they 

had recovered, and eight had not. Pseudonyms are used throughout the results section to 

protect the anonymity of participants. 

Data Collection 

Semi-structured interviews were selected as the primary method of data collection 

because they were well aligned with the aims and methodology of the study. As the first 

empirical investigation of fear injury, the study required a method that could generate rich, 

detailed accounts of how pilots understood, experienced, and made sense of fear injury. Semi-

structured interviews allowed participants to describe their paragliding histories, experiences, 

and interpretations of fear injury in their own words, while also allowing the interviewer to 

pursue relevant concepts to the developing grounded theory. This flexibility was consistent 

with Constructivist Grounded Theory, in which data collection and analysis proceed 

iteratively and interview questions may be revised as categories develop (Charmaz, 2014). 

The first author conducted a single semi-structured interview with each participant, lasting 

approximately 90 minutes. The interviews followed an interview guide, which all co-authors 

refined and revised to ensure clarity and breadth. Given the exploratory nature of this study, 

we encouraged participants to elaborate or discuss topics not explicitly mentioned in the 

interview guide (Charmaz, 2014). First, the participant described their paragliding history, 

from learning to pilot through the date of the interview, establishing rapport and a 

chronological narrative of their paragliding experience. Subsequent questions varied 

depending on how participants told their story; however, at some point in the interview, I 

asked participants whether they had ever experienced an accident or near miss (adverse event 
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of their own definition), whether they were familiar with the term fear injury, and whether 

they had experienced a fear injury. I encouraged participants who did not self-identify as 

having experienced a fear injury to elaborate on how they responded to adverse events. 

Likewise, I encouraged participants who self-identified as having experienced a fear injury to 

elaborate on the experience. My questions aimed to understand the process, including when 

the experience began, its duration, its physical and emotional manifestations, and, finally, 

whether they were still experiencing the fear injury. We, the research team, revised interview 

questions as needed throughout the data collection process in alignment with CGT (Charmaz, 

2014). 

Ethical Considerations 

We conducted research in accordance with institutional and ethical guidelines with 

approval from the University Ethics Committee. All participants provided informed consent 

prior to participation. We adopted a trauma-informed approach (Alessi & Kahn, 2023), 

maintaining awareness that participants may have experienced historical or collective trauma, 

which involved: conducting interviews in a quiet and private space; asking broad, open-ended 

questions that allowed participants to share to the extent they felt comfortable; re-directing 

the conversation if the participant appeared distressed; and committing to self-care post-

interview. Interviews concluded with participants sharing what they loved most about 

paragliding, to ensure they did not leave the conversation immediately after discussing 

adverse experiences. We encouraged participants to contact their primary care doctor or 

mental health professional if they experienced distress and offered them the opportunity for a 

free consultation with the third author, a HCPC-registered clinical psychologist. 

Data Analysis 

The first author began inductive data analysis after the first interview and continued 

with data collection, theoretical sampling, and analysis until theoretical saturation was 
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reached (Charmaz, 2014). Transcripts were analysed and coded thematically following 

Charmaz’s inductive coding stages: Initial Coding, Focused Coding, and Theoretical 

Integration (Charmaz, 2014; Holt, 2016). The coding process prioritised staying close to the 

data to foreground actions, feelings, or meanings with gerund labels (e.g., losing control, 

feeling surprised, increasing heart rate, or trying to force it). The first author wrote analytic 

memos after each session to explore emerging ideas, raise sensitising questions, document 

reflexive thoughts, and highlight potential discrepancies. Collaborative discussion of codes 

occurred at various points during the analysis: after the initial coding of the transcripts, after 

focused coding of the transcripts, and again after the thematic categories had been drafted. 

Where co-authors questioned the fit between a code and the data, or between a focused code 

and its assigned category, the first author returned to the relevant transcripts to reconsider the 

interpretation. These discussions did not function as inter-coder reliability checks, which 

would be inconsistent with the epistemological position of constructivist grounded theory, but 

as a form of collaborative sense-making intended to interrogate and deepen the first author’s 

interpretive decisions and reduce the risk of premature closure (Charmaz, 2014). 

Theoretical saturation was assessed iteratively throughout data collection rather than 

determined retrospectively. From approximately the twenty-eighth interview onwards, 

incoming data ceased to generate new initial codes or to challenge the existing focused code 

structure; subsequent interviews elaborated and confirmed the properties of established 

categories rather than introducing conceptually distinct material. Analytic memos 

documented when specific categories appeared sufficiently developed and when incoming 

accounts began to map consistently onto the existing categories without requiring 

modification. It is acknowledged that saturation in constructivist grounded theory is a matter 

of analytic judgement rather than an objectively defined threshold. As Charmaz (2014) 

advises, one size does not fit all to achieve saturation in grounded theory research. A different 
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researcher or a different sample population might have generated additional conceptual 

nuance. The claim is therefore that the categories were sufficiently saturated to support the 

initial theory presented, not that the theory is exhaustive. 

The initial coding phase involved generating action-oriented codes that remained as 

close as possible to the language of participants (Charmaz, 2014). The next stage, focused 

coding, entailed comparing initial codes across participants and data points to identify which 

codes were most analytically significant and which recurred across the dataset. Codes that 

clustered around shared meaning were grouped into focused codes representing broader 

conceptual patterns. This grouping process was iterative: as new interviews were conducted, 

existing focused codes were refined, collapsed, or split in response to incoming data. In the 

final stage of theoretical integration, the focused codes and their relationships were examined 

to construct higher-order categories and, ultimately, an initial grounded theory. The categories 

were not selected arbitrarily; each one was elevated because it was densely populated by 

focused codes across the majority of participants and appeared consistently enough to suggest 

it captured something structurally significant about fear injury rather than an idiosyncratic 

experience. Analytic memos were central to making these relational decisions, documenting 

the rationale for elevating certain focused codes to categorical status, and tracking the 

evolving theoretical iteration that ultimately refined the understanding of fear injury. 

Analytic rigour was evaluated using Charmaz’s (2021) grounded theory criteria of 

credibility, originality, resonance, and usefulness. Credibility was supported through 

simultaneous data collection and analysis, line-by-line initial coding, constant comparison, 

theoretical sampling, memo-writing, and explicit analytical attention to theoretical saturation. 

Originality was addressed through exploring fear injury as a community-derived construct 

not previously theorised within sport psychology, rather than forcing it into a pre-existing 

explanatory theory. Resonance was pursued by grounding categories in pilots’ language and 



FEAR OF FLYING  49 

   
 

by prioritising accounts that confirmed, complicated, or challenged categories, including 

participants who did not experience fear injury. Usefulness was considered through the 

construction of the grounded theory of fear injury which may be a resource for paraglider 

pilots and high-risk sport participants.  

Results 

Defining Fear Injury 

Most participants (n = 25) were familiar with the concept of fear injury prior to the 

study and provided their interpretations during the interview. Pilots consistently described 

fear injury as a persistent psychological disruption following an adverse flying event or a 

significant perceived risk. Several pilots described fear injury as a mental or emotional injury. 

Caleb noted, “It’s like a scar in your head... that changes the way your brain is working.” Fear 

injury was characterised by lasting changes in pilots’ emotional reactions, cognitive 

appraisals, physical sensations, and flying behaviours. For example, participants further 

described the experience of fear injury as including a loss of confidence, trust, or flow related 

to paragliding. Several noted that the invisible nature of a fear injury made it harder to 

recognise. For some, the fear injury surfaced gradually, sometimes weeks or even months 

after the adverse event, often when the effects became unavoidable. Pilots frequently 

continued flying while simultaneously experiencing fear injury, which led to diminished 

enjoyment, heightened vigilance, and persistent self-doubt. Based on the data, we propose 

that a fear injury is characterised by impaired emotional, cognitive, and/or psychosocial 

functioning following an adverse event, leading to decreased participation and performance. 

This definition is a starting point for understanding fear injury; the following sections will 

explore the thematic categories that encompass the process leading to and following fear 
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injury as depicted in Figure 1.

 

Figure 1 Grounded Theory of Fear Injury 

Grounded Theory of Fear Injury 

Adversity. 

A fear injury results from a process initiated by an adverse event (i.e., any 

paragliding-related experience that increased feelings of fear, anxiety, or stress). Participants 

described a wide variety of adverse events, such as hearing of, witnessing or experiencing a 

near miss, accident, or death of another paraglider pilot. While some adverse experiences 

resulted in physical injury, for some, coming close to an accident was enough to initiate a fear 

injury process. For example, Remo had a “cascade” incident in which his paraglider 

collapsed, and he lost control for several seconds (a minor incident). Colin recounted being 

unintentionally sucked into a cumulonimbus cloud to an altitude of over 7,000 meters for 17 

minutes (a life-threatening incident). In both cases, the pilots landed safely and later 

developed a fear injury. Additionally, it was common to experience multiple adverse events 

over time. For example, Noah described breaking his ankle during an uncontrolled landing 

and, at another time, witnessing a fatal crash on a ridge. All 38 participants reported 
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experiencing at least one paragliding-related adverse event during their flying careers; 

however, experiencing an adverse event alone was not sufficient to develop into a fear injury. 

When reflecting on the adverse event, participants who developed a fear injury 

described the experience as surprising, involving a loss of control, and marked by a lack of 

clarity in recalling the cause and sequence of events. Several participants emphasised that the 

unexpectedness of the incident intensified the impact. Remo explained, “Oh my god, it can 

hit you out of nowhere.” Similarly, Andrew expressed surprise and a lack of control. “I had 

no idea how violent the air could be…I was completely and utterly relaxed and thought I was 

completely in control…Then I was in a cascade of things like I stepped on a landmine.” 

Participants who experienced fear injury lacked a clear understanding of factors leading to 

the adverse event and consequently did not know how to prevent a similar event in the future. 

Eric noted feeling uncertain after an accident. “I didn’t know what had happened or why or 

how to fix it, how to change it.” The combination of suddenness, losing control, and 

uncertainty contributed to the development of fear injury. Pilots who could not clearly 

attribute their adverse experiences to specific, manageable factors felt more vulnerable, 

helpless, and confused. 

In contrast, pilots who did not experience a fear injury recognised adversity as an 

expected part of the sport and integrated it into their evolving experience and skill set. For 

example, Hans emphasised that risks were expected, yet the way he mitigated risk changed. 

“Well, I think I’m definitely more careful than at the beginning…before launching, just 

getting into the mindset, this is the most important flight of my life.” Participants did not 

deny the experience of fear or the dangers of paragliding but demonstrated a resilient, 

proactive mindset toward risk management. For example, Henry emphasised “meticulous, 

methodical” preparation functioned as a protective mechanism, stating: “I always like to feel 

that any risks that I take are within my sphere of control.” 



FEAR OF FLYING  52 

   
 

Collapse of Trust. 

Pilots who experienced fear injury described a collapse of trust in their equipment, 

skills and, significantly, decision-making ability. This collapse marked a profound disruption 

in pilots’ ability to feel safe, confident, and competent while flying. For example, Nora 

explained: “Fear injury for me is a lack of trust in myself…but like how do you regain the 

trust in yourself or in your equipment or in your community or whatever?” She continued to 

explain that following her accident, she questioned the specific mistake that led to the event 

and her ability to make sound flying decisions. “It feels like I’m making poor decisions, and 

I’m gonna hurt myself. So, I need to be on the ground.” The experience of fear injury 

fractured her previous belief that good preparation and judgment could reliably mitigate 

flying risks. 

Participants reported doubting their physical ability to execute skills, even those they 

had previously mastered. This was especially destabilising because paragliding depends on a 

sense of physical competence and intuitive reactions. Consequently, a loss of trust in skills 

led to a loss of confidence and a sense of having lost control. Pilots wondered how they could 

trust themselves after making mistakes in the past. What would prevent them from making a 

similar or perhaps even worse mistake with potentially catastrophic consequences? Caleb 

recounted multiple adverse events, “All three of those incidents were avoidable. Somebody 

with a greater knowledge base than me wouldn’t have made those mistakes.” Here, he 

demonstrated a profound collapse in confidence in decision-making. Similarly, several pilots 

reported feeling uncomfortable in their harnesses, consistently inspecting their equipment for 

malfunctions, and generally distrusting their equipment. For Nora, a strong distrust of her 

equipment led to a subsequent distrust in her ability to assess the quality of her paragliding 

wing. “I had one of the other instructors fly the wing. Make sure that it was good.” Even 

when rational assessments confirmed the equipment’s integrity, the emotional certainty that 
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fear-injured pilots once felt about their gear was altered. Anna reflected on how she initially 

believed her wing was “bulletproof,” but after her friend’s fatal accident and an accident of 

her own, that perception no longer felt accurate. “I guess as a new pilot, I didn’t know what I 

didn’t know. So, I thought, okay, my wing is bulletproof…I think it was also complacency 

that led me to my accident.” Pilots’ realisation that the equipment could not guarantee safety 

further eroded their trust in it. 

Re-evaluation of risk. 

Those who experienced fear injury described a transition from an intellectual 

understanding of risk to an experiential knowing of risk. Prior to their adverse events, most 

pilots were intellectually aware of the dangers of paragliding but often believed that skill, 

judgment, and preparation could effectively mitigate those risks. As Anna explained, her 

perspective shifted after her accident. She knew there was some risk to the sport, but she 

believed “it was as risky as you make it,” since, before her accident, she didn’t know anyone 

who had an accident paragliding. Now, she said, she is uncomfortable knowing that 

“something that I love so much can actually kill me.” Remo echoed her sentiment: “I was 

also a bit ignorant in the sense that this sport has never shown me its teeth before.” 

Experiencing an accident or a close call shifted participants’ risk awareness from a detached 

understanding to a realistic, experiential fear. After a minor event, Beth said, “It’s almost like 

I understand the risk better.” She continued to describe how, before her accident, she didn’t 

consider that something could happen to her, whereas afterwards, she had “that kind of 

evidence that it could happen.” Knowing and experiencing risk more deeply led pilots to 

reappraise their involvement in the sport and their participation. Several pilots asked 

themselves if the risks were worth the reward, as Hannah stated, “I started to question if I 

want to risk my life this much.” 
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Altogether, these sentiments demonstrate how participants managed their new 

evaluation of the risk in paragliding while still wanting to participate. Risk appraisal was 

particularly intense if someone they considered superior in skill, experience, or decision-

making had an accident. Chris struggled with the decision of whether to continue paragliding, 

stating, “If one of the safest people I know can have an accident on a benign day, what next? 

You know what chance to do I have?” 

Increased Irrational Fear. 

Several pilots used the terms ‘rational’ and ‘irrational’ fear to describe the contrast 

between fear of an objective threat, such as high winds or turbulence, and fear of an obscure 

or unlikely threat, such as suddenly falling out of the sky without any warning or reason. 

When pilots discuss ‘irrational’ fear, they refer to a fear of a given scenario they perceive as 

exaggerated compared to the fear level of the paragliding population. Moni described 

learning to recognise the difference between irrational and rational fear by “looking into the 

concepts of useful fear and non-useful fear and rational fear and irrational fear.” She 

concluded, “A fear injury probably distorts or changes your profiles between rational and 

irrational fears.” Pilots experienced an increased feeling of irrational fear, or fear of the 

unknown, in various ways and often recognised that their emotional responses did not align 

with actual danger. For example, Nick described a flight in which the weather was calm, the 

equipment was sound, and nothing had happened to cause unease or fear. “Logically, there’s 

no reason to be feeling the way I’m feeling.” This tension between their emotions and their 

logical assessment of the situation left pilots struggling to reconcile their fear with their skills 

and experience. 

Many pilots also began to anticipate harm from ambiguous or unknown sources. Anna 

explained that the tension she felt in the air after her accident was like “just waiting for a 

bump or for a collapse to happen.” She pushed herself to fly more often, hoping to rediscover 
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her motivation and enjoyment; however, she became even more “anxious and frustrated.” 

Moreover, she became more “frightened of the unknown” and “was thinking something 

terrible is gonna happen that I haven’t thought of.” Additionally, some participants reported 

becoming frightened in conditions they perceived as objectively safe. Nora shared an 

experience of pre-flight preparation and escalating irrational fear: 

I’ll be geared up and fine, and I’ll do all my pre-flight away from everybody. And 

then I’ll bunch up, and I’ll go to launch, and my legs are just shaking so hard, and at 

that point…I will think of pretty much every negative scenario you could possibly 

have. And then, I just, there’s too much, and I start crying, and then I have to get out 

of line and go collect myself, and sometimes I can go back and launch, and 

sometimes, that’s it for me. I hike back down or take a ride back down… it’s just an 

overwhelming feeling of dread. 

In contrast, pilots who did not develop fear injury emphasised their ability to assess 

fear rationally and act accordingly. Will explained that he may feel nervous for the first “five 

or ten minutes,” however, “it’s not the kind of thing that causes me to land if there’s no 

reason to.” He emphasised that if there were “rational reasons” like a thunderstorm nearby, he 

would “absolutely take steps to go and land.” Pilots who did not experience fear injury 

maintained a clear distinction between rational and irrational danger, whereas pilots who did 

experience fear injury demonstrated a blurring of that boundary. 

Embodied Fear. 

In addition to psychological manifestations, pilots described heightened physical 

sensations related to fear before, during, or after a paragliding flight. These sensations were 

intense, unpredictable, and overwhelming, frequently disrupting the pilot’s intentions or goals 

for their flight. The physical manifestations included shaking or trembling, nausea or 

vomiting, increased heart rate, panic attacks, bodily tension, forgetting to breathe, crying, and 
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sitting more upright in the harness (which feels comforting, but is destabilising and 

counterproductive). Several people described feeling their heart rate increase the evening 

before they planned to fly or as they were driving to the launch site. Nora explained the 

embodied sensations related to fear injury on the way up to the launch site: “I can definitely 

feel my heart rate go up. It’s pounding my chest.” Similarly, it was common to experience 

embodied fear once on take-off. Hannah described “sitting on the take-off trying to stop the 

nausea” for several hours before a flight. Pilots also noticed physical symptoms in flight, 

including muscle tension, erratic breathing, and one pilot (Carlos) experienced a panic attack 

mid-flight. 

Participants noted fear began to dissipate once they were back on the ground safely; 

however, this was often accompanied by a surge of intense emotions and physical sensations 

such as collapsing on the ground or uncontrolled crying, as Nora explained: “As soon as my 

feet touched the ground like, I could not tell you how uncontrolled this was. I literally, I just 

keeled over with uncontrollable sobs. I’ve never had that take over my body like that before.” 

For several participants, there were physical, embodied reminders of the risk, such as 

life-changing injuries, scars, or chronic pain. Nora lived with chronic pain after her accident, 

and as she pondered her future in paragliding, she wondered if it was worth the risk. Though 

she had not yet decided, she said, “You know, I think if I didn’t feel pain, physically, 

maybe…but it’s just a reminder every day.” This shift from cognitive acknowledgement to 

lived, somatic awareness of risk marked a profound psychological turning point, leading to a 

reappraisal of risk-taking. For some pilots, the physical reality of accidents intensified risk 

perceptions. Beth described how the shock of being physically hurt changed her perception. 

“So, there’s definitely a physical element, like actually hitting the ground. It’s that feeling like 

the ground is harder than you think.” 
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Pilots who did not experience fear injury also described embodied sensations; 

however, they were framed as manageable and beneficial. An elevated heart rate or butterflies 

in the stomach were interpreted as signs of attentiveness. Will explained, “I get this nervous 

energy… it’s like those butterflies in the stomach. And I get that 90% of the time; if I don’t 

get that, I can fly badly and not be on it.” Several pilots also described integrating the 

embodied sensations to benefit performance through enhanced focus and readiness. Hans 

described practical techniques and physical adjustments he used in the air to remain calm and 

focused even in turbulent conditions. “What helps a lot is to breathe deeply…so your heart 

rate goes down. I try to relax in my harness and not sit upright, but just sit back, get more 

support, and relax. Then also, what helps is smiling; you can smile a little bit, this is a reflex 

to relax.” The descriptions of embodied sensations from pilots who did not experience fear 

injury tended to reflect a sense of physical control and readiness rather than the discomfort 

expressed by the fear injury group. 

Psychosocial Disruption. 

Fear injury was also characterised by a disruption to pilots’ social identities, related to 

their self-perception as pilots and their role or status in their flying communities. Paragliding 

requires a significant investment of time, money, and education. Therefore, pilots tend to be 

dedicated and passionate about their sport. For many participants, being a paraglider pilot 

was an integral part of their identity. Anna explained, “I love paragliding so much, I was so 

emotionally invested in it, it was like my whole life.” Remo, who also had a fear injury, 

described his motivation to recover as deeply rooted in the centrality of paragliding in his life. 

“It was really important for me because I wanted to keep flying. It’s my thing.” Similarly, 

Nora expressed how important the community had become “more important…than the actual 

flying.” 
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When experiencing fear injury, pilots felt more distant from the community. They 

found themselves avoiding the typical post-flight conversations with other pilots. Anna 

expressed that those conversations made her feel uncomfortable and pressured, as she 

believed her flights no longer met the group’s expectations. She noted how she “can’t share 

the same emotion or impressions with them anymore.” This disruption manifested through 

feelings of exclusion, fear of judgment, and crises of belonging. Spaces that once fostered 

camaraderie now felt isolating, as conversations about longer flights and achievements no 

longer matched their internal realities. However, Nora noted that naming that fear injury 

might ease social tension and create more clarity and greater connection within the 

community. She explained that others often minimise the psychological impacts of adverse 

events when no severe physical injury has occurred, which can lead to pressure to return to 

flying before someone feels ready. By using the term “fear injury,” pilots can communicate 

that their hesitation is legitimate and temporary, without needing to justify or defend it in 

detail. This shared language helps others contextualise the pilot’s behaviour, signals that 

recovery is an active process, and fosters greater empathy and acceptance within the group. 

Avoidance Behaviour. 

Pilots who had experienced a fear injury described a shift from wanting to spend all 

their time in the air improving their paragliding technique to reducing their time in the air and 

noticing a decrease in performance. I observed this behaviour throughout all phases of flight, 

including planning, in-flight, and landing prematurely. Pre-flight avoidance could be several 

days or weeks before the scheduled event. Andrew reflected on this experience: 

I would go back and forth between going, yep, I’m gonna go tomorrow and lying in 

bed thinking about all the bad things that have happened and think, oh, I’m not ready. 

And I remember going through that for probably weeks, maybe months. I even gave it 

a name. I started calling it the trepidasours. 
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This account demonstrated a profound disruption to flying participation; whereas he 

once would excitedly plan weeks in advance, he was subsequently unable to plan a 

paragliding flight. Participants rationalised their avoidance behaviours or, in some cases, 

denied them altogether. Many pilots sought an environmental explanation for choosing not to 

fly. “I became more conservative, and I was really obsessed with meteorology, and so after 

my accident, I would triple-check all the conditions and the wind, and if it would feel a bit 

slightly off, I wouldn’t fly” (Anna). Several pilots shared this experience and explained they 

would avoid flying on days when they could have flown safely. 

Paraglider pilots seek out rising air (thermals) to gain height, which is considered an 

essential component of the experience and a necessary skill to extend a flight beyond a 

simple glide to the ground. Gaining altitude puts the pilot in a safer position, increasing the 

distance from the terrain and offering more landing options. However, the once-joyful 

sensation of being borne upwards transformed into a desire to escape the lift and land 

urgently for pilots experiencing fear injury. Pilots who were accustomed to and enjoyed being 

in the air suddenly wanted to be on the ground. These thoughts often surprised the pilots mid-

flight since they anticipated enjoying the flight. As Nora expressed, “even if I did launch, you 

know now I’m white-knuckled in the sky.” Kevin similarly admitted: “I found myself 

wanting to get down, and I was afraid to do anything to get down.” Simple manoeuvres such 

as beginner descent techniques that were once executed with confidence and grace became 

terrifying. For example, Remo mentioned he “was afraid to use big ears,” a relatively safe 

and stable method to lose height suitable for novice paraglider pilots. In some cases, the 

avoidance was more severe, and pilots considered quitting or taking extended breaks from the 

sport. For example, Chris described a tension between wanting to fly and pondering quitting 

the sport. “I had a real moment where every piece of me wanted to go, I’m done. Thanks very 

much, but no, thank you, no.” 
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Temporary withdrawal from paragliding to make sense of the adverse event was 

deemed necessary by several pilots who experienced fear injury. Carlos explained, “The first 

thing I did to begin to process the whole situation was take a couple of days off. To once 

again process what happened, think about what I did wrong, what could have been different 

and try to trace it to where the error chain started.” Notably, Carlos did identify as having 

recovered from the fear injury at the time of the interview, suggesting that taking time to 

understand what happened may have been an essential component of recovery. 

Several pilots who did not experience fear injury took time off flying due to physical 

injury but returned as soon as they were able. For example, Noah had a physical injury and 

took six months to recover. During this time, he reflected on the risk more deeply, and 

“thought well, this actually could be more dangerous, maybe than any other sport.” However, 

he interpreted this as an opportunity to improve his skills. “Fear is more or less of a friend to 

help me improve my skills because I don’t want fear to control my ability to fly. I’ve always 

tried to use it as a way to improve myself.” 

Recognition of Impairment. 

Despite experiencing impaired emotional, cognitive, and psychosocial functioning 

related to paragliding, pilots who experienced fear injury did not immediately recognise that 

their participation, performance, or enjoyment had been influenced by adversity. For most, 

the realisation came slowly over weeks or even years after the adverse event. Kevin flew 

several times following a close call. “The next day, I was ready to go fly. I thought, well, that 

was that was an interesting experience. But I didn’t feel like there was anything at all that had 

changed.” Soon after, however, he began to recognise this, and his enjoyment of flying 

decreased whilst his fear increased. For others, there was an immediate decline in 

performance accompanied by a delay in associating the effects with the cause. Remo 

recounted the initial difficulty in understanding his experience. “For the first six months, I 
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didn’t realise that it was just fear. Okay, I didn’t want to give it the name that it deserves.” 

Caleb recalled continuing to fly with diminished performance for a decade before 

acknowledging that fear was the root cause. “I didn’t get what was going on. And I certainly 

was never going to admit that I was frightened to myself, let alone anybody else. Never even 

came close to that.” Notably, the participants who were aware of fear injury and the 

associated characteristics were more likely to recognise the experience in themselves sooner. 

Jenn recognised the construct and felt she was experiencing a fear injury; however, she was 

unaware of when or why she began experiencing it. In the following quote, she illustrated the 

tension between experience and understanding the origin of fear injury. “I don’t know where I 

started getting really nervous in the air. I have no idea why…I just get nervous. Everything. 

Someone gets too close, or I hit a thermal that’s too strong, or I look down and realise I’m 

really high. I’m not really sure exactly where it came from.” 

Post Recognition cycles of Recovery, Setbacks, and/or Succumbing. 

Recognition of fear injury marked a critical juncture in the pilots’ experiences of fear 

injury. Some described immediate relief or validation after identifying their experience; 

others found that recognition brought little change. For twelve pilots, this opened the pathway 

to recovery; however, this path was not linear. Pilots described a process of improvement, 

relapse, reflection, and adaptation that ultimately led to restored confidence and performance 

levels. Despite attempts at recovery, eight pilots continued to experience fear injury and had 

not successfully regained confidence or returned to previous performance levels at the 

conclusion of this study. These participants continued to experience the characteristics of fear 

injury, such as increased fear, diminished joy, and a collapse in trust, regardless of their 

efforts to recover. Nora described struggling to regain her previous enjoyment and 

confidence; “I felt like I was wasting my time and money, forcing something that clearly 
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wasn’t fun anymore. It wasn’t fun.” She continued expressing the challenge of explaining a 

fear injury to others: 

You can’t explain it. You have no physical issues. Like you’re not recovering...But 

with fear injury, there’s really no explanation of, like, yeah, I’m just scared. But it’s 

not just scared. It’s like my body will fly when I’m scared, but my body sometimes 

just completely shuts down, which is very different than just being scared. 

Despite the array of strategies used, recovery was not guaranteed, and strategies were 

inconsistently successful. Indeed, the participants who continued to experience a fear injury 

felt stuck and unable to return to baseline functioning in the sport despite attempting a wide 

selection of recovery strategies. The strategies pilots employed to cope with and potentially 

recover from fear injury appeared to function as direct countermeasures to the primary 

characteristics of fear injury. Each core experience of fear injury seemed to elicit a response 

that reflected an intuitive attempt at rebalancing and restoration. Reflective strategies helped 

gain clarity and reframe the initial adverse event. Furthermore, distinguishing between 

rational and irrational fear helped pilots make sense of their experiences, which appeared to 

be foundational for re-establishing a sense of control. Embodied fear, marked by shaking, 

nausea, and panic, was counteracted by somatic regulation strategies such as breath control, 

posture awareness, body scanning, or singing. Pilots responded to avoidance behaviour by 

integrating progressive exposure, such as short flights or stacking joyful experiences, to 

rebuild positive associations and trust in paragliding. Social and relational strategies were 

vital for validation, normalisation, and support. Talking about fears, seeking advice, or being 

supported by trusted peers in the community helped counter isolation and the collapse of 

trust. Pilots also went back to basics to restore confidence and trust in their skills, equipment 

and decision-making. 
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Discussion 

In this study, we conducted an in-depth exploration of fear injury among paraglider 

pilots, offering an initial definition and a grounded theory to explain the psychological 

processes underlying fear injury. The findings demonstrate that fear injury is a complex 

construct that influences pilots’ performance and engagement in the sport. As such, fear 

injury is defined as impaired emotional, cognitive, and psychosocial functioning following an 

adverse event, leading to decreased participation and performance. The grounded theory 

describes how fear injury may develop following adversity, the characteristics of fear injury, 

and how fear injury impairs performance (see Figure 1). Participants who developed fear 

injury reflected on adverse events as surprising, involving a loss of control, and lacking a 

sense of clarity concerning the cause or sequence of events. The five core characteristics of 

fear injury include a collapse in trust in themselves or their equipment (i.e., decision-making 

or equipment may be faulty), re-evaluation of risk (i.e., considering risk mitigation strategies 

or withdrawal from sport), experiencing heightened irrational fear (i.e., feeling unsafe despite 

evaluating the situation as objectively safe), embodied fear sensations (i.e., trembling, 

vomiting, racing heart), and psychosocial disruption (i.e., disconnection from a previous 

identity in paragliding and community). Participants who experienced fear injury exhibited 

avoidance behaviour, as evidenced by decreased participation and performance. This 

avoidance highlights a critical aspect of fear injury: it often creates a cyclical pattern in which 

fear further limits engagement, compounding a negative impact on the pilot’s confidence and 

willingness to fly. Diverse coping strategies, such as gradual exposure, cognitive reframing, 

and seeking social support, produced mixed results. While some pilots described regaining a 

sense of control and pleasure in flying, others continued to experience significant barriers to 

their recovery, indicating the need for tailored intervention strategies. 
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Several heterogeneous constructs describe impaired functioning following adversity, 

which align with Carver’s (1998) trajectory of survival with impairment. To elaborate, in 

sport performance contexts, ‘choking’ under pressure (Gröpel & Mesagno, 2019), the ‘yips’ 

(Clarke et al., 2015), and ‘the twisties’ (Yu et al., 2022) represent impaired functioning 

following adversity, yet their characteristics and lived experiences demonstrate that they are 

distinct. The findings of this study suggest fear injury differs from these post-adversity 

constructs in several ways. While choking under pressure typically involves an acute decline 

in performance due to anxiety (Mesagno & Beckmann, 2017), fear injury encompasses 

ongoing disruptions linked to prior adverse experiences. Similarly, the yips and twisties 

represent specific issues impacting the execution of physical skills, resulting in fear and 

hesitation (Clarke et al., 2015; Yu et al., 2022), whereas fear injury is not directly associated 

with physical impairment. Fear injury represents a distinct psychological construct that 

expands on traditional concepts of performance impairment with the unique challenges faced 

by high-risk sport participants. 

Fear injury is understood as a response to adverse flying experiences, and the 

characteristics may overlap or appear similar to diagnosable mental health conditions such as 

post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (American Psychiatric Association, 2022). Importantly, 

the intent of the present study was not to assess, screen for, or diagnose a mental health 

condition, nor were diagnostic instruments administered. Rather, the analysis focused on 

participants’ descriptions of performance-related disruption following adverse flying 

experiences. Participants experiencing fear injury may meet criterion A for PTSD, which 

requires trauma exposure (e.g., accidents or near misses) or vicarious trauma (witnessing 

accidents) (American Psychiatric Association, 2022). However, a key distinction lies in how 

participants described those experiences over time and across contexts. PTSD diagnostic 

criteria require the presence of recurrent and involuntary symptoms, such as intrusive 
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memories, distressing dreams, or dissociative reactions (e.g., flashbacks). Although pilots 

experiencing fear injury may reflect on the adverse event, such as replaying the incident in 

their minds, the participants experiencing fear injury did not describe recurrent, involuntary, 

or dissociative intrusive symptoms. Fear injury often led to avoidance behaviours, such as 

reduced participation in flying or avoidance of challenging conditions. Unlike PTSD, where 

avoidance is typically pervasive and extends across multiple life domains, participants with 

fear injury in this study continued to engage in the sport, albeit with heightened caution and 

performance limitations. Participants with fear injury also reported self-doubt, decreased 

confidence, and identity disruption. These changes were described in relation to flying 

performance and did not transfer beyond the sport context. Likewise, while heightened 

physiological responses (e.g., panic attacks, increased heart rate) were reported, these 

symptoms manifested primarily during flying-related activities, rather than as a persistent 

state across contexts. These accounts suggest that fear injury, as described in this study, does 

not align neatly with PTSD diagnostic criteria and is better understood as a distinct functional 

impairment. In summary, although fear injury and PTSD are characterised as responses to 

adversity which may be considered within the continuum of Carver’s (1998) survival with 

impairment trajectory, we argue that the diagnostic criterion for PTSD is not sufficient to 

capture the characteristics and nuances of fear injury. As such, pilots experiencing fear injury 

risk being overlooked and lacking treatment options when seeking professional care. 

Limitations and Future Research 

As an initial exploratory study, our findings are grounded in a sample of English-

speaking paraglider pilots predominantly from high-income countries in the Global North. To 

broaden the understanding of fear injury, future research should investigate how individual 

differences, such as language, cultural context, age, or gender, influence fear injury. 

Furthermore, the context-specific nature of paragliding may limit the transferability of the 



FEAR OF FLYING  66 

   
 

theory to other sports or high-risk contexts. Future research should investigate the prevalence 

of fear injury and whether the construct is paragliding-specific or applicable to broader high-

risk, high-skill, or high-consequence contexts—for example, climbing, big-wave surfing, 

combat, pre-hospital care, anaesthesia, or surgery. Moreover, understanding who recovered 

and why was beyond the scope of this study; preliminary results suggested that both groups 

employed similar strategies, but more research is needed to explain why only some athletes 

recovered effectively. There is also a need to better understand the predisposing and 

protective factors associated with this process. Longitudinal research can provide insight into 

how fear injury evolves, its typical duration, and the factors that facilitate recovery. 

Conclusion 

This study provides a formal definition and an initial theory of fear injury: a 

distinctive experience of survival with impairment that emerged organically within the 

paragliding community. By exploring the lived experiences of pilots, we have shown that fear 

injury is a complex construct initiated by the experience of adversity and characterised by 

surprise and a perceived loss of control, shattering a pilot’s trust in their equipment, skills, 

and decision-making. Crucially, fear injury represents a profound shift from a cognitive, 

intellectual understanding of risk to a visceral, experiential knowing. This transition leads to 

psychosocial disruption, where the invisible nature of the injury causes pilots to feel isolated 

within their community. Formalising this construct offers athletes and practitioners an initial 

grounded theory and shared language to legitimise an experience that is often hidden or 

misunderstood. While this study offers an initial roadmap, further research is needed to 

understand the nuances of recovery and to determine if this theory can be applied to other 

high-consequence contexts. The significance and contribution of this study are in defining 

and exploring a novel construct utilised by a community to make sense of their experiences. 

We have amplified the voices of the paragliding community and foregrounded their lived 
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experiences to develop a grounded theory to explain fear injury. Moreover, we have 

contributed an additional construct within the experience of survival with impairment. This 

expanded understanding of post-adversity trajectories might be applied beyond paragliding in 

other high-risk or high-consequence settings. A nuanced understanding of the survival with 

impairment trajectory as a continuum with several distinct constructs is critical for 

developing tailored interventions and treatment programs. 
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Transition from study one to study two 

Study One established the structure and characteristics of fear injury, however it also 

raised further questions about how fear injury is lived and experienced over time. Participants 

described varied experiences and outcomes: some felt they had recovered, some remained 

impaired, and others only recognised the extent of their fear injury retrospectively. Further 

research was needed to understand the temporal, embodied, and meaning-making dimensions 

of fear injury. Study Two was designed to address this next stage of inquiry. A longitudinal 

interpretative phenomenological analysis was selected because the aim was not to develop a 

new theory of fear injury, but to examine how pilots made sense of it as it developed, shifted, 

or persisted over time. This approach was consistent with IPA’s idiographic and meaning-

focused commitment to understanding how individuals make sense of significant lived 

experiences (J. A. Smith et al., 2022). 

Study Two was not conducted in isolation; rather, it was designed to build from the 

grounded theory by examining how the characteristics identified in Study One were lived, 

sustained, altered, or resolved over time. Therefore, the grounded theory was utilised as a 

sensitising framework for analysis. If Study Two had been conducted as a standalone study, it 

might have produced a different set of themes, shaped solely by the idiographic accounts of 

the longitudinal participants. However, the purpose of Study Two was to deepen and 

temporally extend the understanding of fear injury developed in Study One. Study One 

identified the core structure of fear injury, whereas Study Two examined how that structure 

was experienced and negotiated in pilots’ lives over time to reveal the phenomenological 

texture of fear injury. 
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Chapter Three: A Longitudinal Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis of Paraglider 

Pilots’ Experience of Fear Injury 

Abstract 

Recovery from adversity in high-risk sport involves psychological, embodied, and social 

processes that extend beyond physical healing and are not fully captured by existing return-

to-sport frameworks. Fear injury — impaired emotional, cognitive, and psychosocial 

functioning following an adverse event — has been identified in paragliding as a form of 

disruption that can occur in the absence of physical injury and persist despite continued 

participation. This study used a longitudinal interpretative phenomenological analysis to 

investigate how fear injury evolves, fluctuates, and impacts pilots' embodied experience, 

identity, agency, and social engagement over time. Ten pilots (five male, five female) who 

self-identified as currently experiencing fear injury participated. Data were collected through 

initial, mid-point, and final interviews and diary entries across approximately six months. 

Analysis identified three distinct trajectories: improving, fluctuating, and stagnating. Across 

these trajectories, five overarching themes were constructed: the weight of fear injury, fear 

regulation, negotiating identity, agency and trust, and the social environment. Participants on 

the improving trajectory demonstrated gradual recovery; those on the fluctuating trajectory 

exhibited inconsistent progress with ongoing challenges; and those on the stagnating 

trajectory experienced persistent or worsening impairment. Fear injury was experienced as a 

dynamic, non-linear process characterised by interactions between embodied fear, cognitive 

appraisal, identity negotiation, and social context. The trajectories refine the 

conceptualisation of fear injury within a resilience framework by demonstrating how survival 

with impairment is lived as a dynamic process. Results highlight the importance of tailored 

psychological strategies and community support in facilitating recovery from fear injury in 

high-risk sport. 
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Introduction 

Injury is an inherent aspect of sport participation and is associated with a range of 

psychological, behavioural, and social consequences, including effects on mental health, 

performance, and continued participation (Bae, 2024; Tranaeus et al., 2024). Sport 

participation is consistently associated with a substantial burden of injury across recreational 

and competitive environments, with incidence and characteristics varying by sport type, level 

of contact, and surveillance methods (Gurau et al., 2023). Contact and collision sports 

consistently demonstrate higher injury incidence and severity than non-contact sports, with 

football, rugby, basketball, and ice hockey reporting elevated rates of traumatic injuries, 

fractures, and concussions. Similarly, match play presents greater risk than training in many 

team sports, a pattern also observed in rugby and handball (Toivo et al., 2025). Overuse 

injuries remain prominent in endurance sports, with prevalence estimates of 47–75% in 

endurance-sport populations and a strong representation of knee, ankle, and lower-leg injuries 

(Johnston et al., 2018). Helicopter rescue data demonstrate that high-risk sports frequently 

(39%) involve potentially life-threatening injuries, with 30% meeting severe trauma 

thresholds (Gosteli et al., 2016). The most common severe injuries included thoracolumbar 

vertebral fractures (32%), followed by traumatic brain injuries (16%). Major head, spine, and 

thoracolumbar vertebral trauma were frequent in airborne and climbing activities. 

International trauma registry data report that airborne high-risk sports have the highest mean 

injury severity scores compared with climbing, skating, and contact sports (Weber et al., 

2018). Research has highlighted that injury mechanisms in high-risk sports differ 

meaningfully from traditional sports, with particularly high rates among inexperienced 

participants and during competitions where athletes push performance limits (Laver et al., 

2017). The epidemiological evidence shows substantial variability across sporting contexts 
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but consistently points to high injury prevalence in contact, endurance, and high-risk sports, 

with severe trauma disproportionately represented in high-risk sports. 

In the period immediately following a sports injury before physical recovery, athletes 

commonly experience significant psychological, emotional, and social disruption (Gervis et 

al., 2023; Jaekel et al., 2025; Tranaeus et al., 2024). Research consistently shows that injuries 

are perceived as critical life events capable of eliciting acute stress responses, including 

anxiety, depression, and negative self-talk, alongside psychosomatic complaints such as 

fatigue and loneliness (Gervis et al., 2023; Jaekel et al., 2025). These responses are shaped by 

injury severity, athletic identity, and contextual pressures; for example, athletes with strong 

athletic identities often report heightened emotional disturbance due to the sudden loss of 

physical capability and removal from sport environments (S. Liu et al., 2025). Identity 

disruption is a recurring theme, with athletes describing social isolation and feeling like they 

are in captivity as they watch teammates continue toward shared goals while they remain 

sidelined (Caron et al., 2021). Social support has been shown to effectively buffer distress 

and foster healthier adjustment, whereas inadequate or mismatched support may increase risk 

behaviours or emotional strain (Trainor et al., 2020). Athletes also struggle with fluctuating 

motivation, fear of reinjury, and reduced self-efficacy, which can hinder engagement in early 

rehabilitation activities (Podlog & Eklund, 2007). Given the complexity of psychological 

responses to injury, recovery from injury is a central focus of research in sports psychology. 

Recovery is frequently conceptualised and understood through integrated 

biopsychosocial models that account for how physical healing, psychological responses, and 

social context shape rehabilitation adherence, mental health, and return-to-sport outcomes 

(Bae, 2024; Tranaeus et al., 2024). Successful recovery is typically understood as a 

combination of physical healing and the athlete’s ability to re-engage with their sport at a 

desired level of participation and performance (Tranaeus et al., 2024). Psychological factors 
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such as confidence, motivation, emotional responses, and social support have been 

consistently identified as important contributors to recovery processes and outcomes (Bae, 

2024; Podlog et al., 2024; Podlog & Ivarsson, 2025; Tranaeus et al., 2024). Recovery in sport, 

therefore, extends beyond physical healing, which has prompted researchers to examine how 

athletes respond to challenging and disruptive experiences through processes such as 

cognitive appraisal, emotional adjustment, identity reconstruction, coping, and meaning-

making (Podlog & Eklund, 2007; Roy-Davis et al., 2017; Wiese-Bjornstal et al., 1998). 

Athletes frequently report concerns about re-injury, reduced confidence, and uncertainty 

regarding their ability to perform, with fear of re-injury consistently identified as one of the 

most common barriers to returning to sport (DeMaio et al., 2023; Podlog & Ivarsson, 2025; 

Tranaeus et al., 2024). Psychological readiness to return to sport is a well-established 

construct in the literature and refers to an athlete’s mental preparedness to resume sport-

specific participation following injury, encompassing confidence, emotional responses, risk 

appraisal, and behavioural engagement with the demands of return (Podlog et al., 2024). 

Psychological readiness to return to sport can be measured using validated tools (e.g., ACL-

RSI, I-PRRS, SIRSI) (Faleide & Inderhaug, 2023; S. Liu & Noh, 2025; Podlog et al., 2024) 

that assess readiness across several domains, including emotional, cognitive, and behavioural. 

Psychological readiness is associated with higher confidence, adaptive emotional responses, 

increased approach-oriented behaviour, and lower fear of re-injury (Butler et al., 2025; 

Podlog et al., 2024). Moreover, psychological readiness may be used to predict return-to-

sport outcomes and reinjury risk (S. Liu & Noh, 2025; Manojlovic et al., 2026). 

Recent research has examined how athletes respond to persistent, often less visible 

injuries, such as overuse, chronic, or repetitive strain injuries (Everard et al., 2023). In these 

scenarios, the boundary between active participation and impairment is highly blurred since 

athletes often attempt to continue training rather than taking time out to rehabilitate. In elite 
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sports, pushing through limits and continuing to compete despite psychological or physical 

impairment is normalised (Wadey & Evans, 2012). Athletes may also experience discrete 

adverse events in the absence of a physical injury, such as near misses or vicarious exposure 

to adversity (Day et al., 2013; Day & Schubert, 2012). Witnessing a teammate or fellow 

athlete sustain a serious injury can elicit acute emotional reactions, intrusive thoughts, and 

avoidance coping among athletes and coaches. Similarly, a teammate’s serious injury can 

heighten fear, perceived vulnerability, and maladaptive performance shifts, a phenomenon 

described as “injury contagion” in alpine ski racing (O’Neill, 2008). Athletes may be exposed 

to ongoing or repeated threats, including accidents, near misses, witnessing accidents, and 

vicarious exposure to serious incidents (Day et al., 2013), highlighting the need to understand 

psychological recovery processes that extend beyond physical injury in sport. These 

considerations are particularly relevant in high-risk sports contexts, where participants may 

repeatedly encounter uncertainty, environmental threats, accidents, near misses, or serious 

consequences of error (Hornby et al., 2024). 

Research on recovery in sport, including constructs such as fear of re-injury and 

psychological readiness, is typically anchored in the healing of a specific injury, the appraisal 

of bodily vulnerability, and decisions regarding return to participation (Ardern et al., 2013; 

Podlog et al., 2024; Tranaeus et al., 2024). Similarly, the growth and recovery literature has 

been developed largely in contexts where adversity is precipitated by a discrete physical 

injury requiring rehabilitation (Wadey & Evans, 2012). While this research is valuable, it 

does not fully capture forms of sport-related impairment in which the athlete may already be 

physically able to participate and may even continue to participate while still experiencing 

psychological, embodied, behavioural, social, or identity disruption. In such cases, recovery 

cannot be defined by the healing of a wound or a return-to-sport decision, because neither 

fully explains the disruption. Recovery in these contexts may be better understood as a 
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subjective and context-dependent process in which athletes interpret their physical, cognitive, 

emotional, and social experiences to determine whether they feel restored (Wilson & Young, 

2023). This framing aligns with athlete-centred conceptualisations of recovery as a meaning-

making process shaped by athletes’ situated experience rather than an externally measurable 

endpoint. Recovery, in this sense, is not treated solely as the restoration of previous 

performance capacity but as an interpretive process through which athletes assess whether 

they feel capable of meaningful participation. 

Fear injury, as defined in Study 1 (see Chapter 2), is characterised by impaired 

emotional, cognitive, and psychosocial functioning following an adverse event, leading to 

decreased participation and performance. While the adverse events preceding fear injury 

sometimes included physical injury, fear injury itself was not contingent on bodily harm. 

Notably, pilots who developed a fear injury described the adverse event(s) as sudden, 

uncontrollable, and confusing. Fear injury was characterised by a collapse of trust in one’s 

equipment, skills, judgement, and decision-making, a re-evaluation of risk, increased 

irrational and embodied fear, and a disruption in psychosocial identity, and it resulted in 

avoidance behaviours such as pre-flight hesitation, flying only in exceptionally safe 

conditions, abandoning tasks mid-flight, or withdrawing from the sport. Recognition of 

impairment was often delayed, and following recognition, pilots described oscillations 

between improvement and setbacks, with some returning to baseline functioning and others 

remaining in a prolonged fear injury pattern. Fear injury was conceptualised within Carver’s 

(1998) resilience framework, sitting within the survival with impairment trajectory, which 

represents ongoing disruption and impaired functioning. 

The cross-sectional, retrospective nature of Study 1 meant that important questions 

about how fear injury is lived over time could not be addressed within its design. Specifically, 

Study 1 could not examine how fear injury unfolds prospectively, what mechanisms 
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differentiate the trajectories pilots described retrospectively, or how the embodied and 

psychosocial dimensions of fear injury are negotiated as participants continue to engage with 

their sport. The present study addresses these questions through a longitudinal interpretative 

phenomenological analysis of fear injury, aimed at mapping temporal patterns, examining 

how participants make meaning of their experience over time, and identifying mechanisms 

that may distinguish recovery from persistent impairment. 

Methodology 

Research Design 

A phenomenological approach was selected for exploring fear injury because pilots’ 

accounts (see study 1, chapter 2) suggested that fear injury is lived and experienced through 

the body. Phenomenological work in sport has emphasised that sporting experience is 

perceived, sensed, and negotiated through the body, rather than merely reflected upon from a 

detached cognitive position (Allen‐Collinson, 2009; Hockey & Collinson, 2007). A 

Longitudinal Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (LIPA) design was selected because it 

prioritises participants’ lived experiences and allows for an in-depth investigation of the 

situated and embodied aspects of fear injury over time (Eatough & Smith, 2017; Farr & 

Nizza, 2019). A phenomenological lens foregrounds the participants’ subjective experience 

while acknowledging the physical and psychological dimensions. As such, this study focused 

on how people with a self-reported fear injury perceived their embodied and lived experience 

over time. Guided by Merleau-Ponty (2013), we acknowledge that humans experience and 

perceive the world through their bodies; perception is embodied. Therefore, the concept of 

embodiment is essential to understanding the lived experience of fear injury. LIPA is 

particularly well-suited to capturing how embodied experiences of fear injury change over 

time, as it emphasises temporality and iterative meaning-making, allowing researchers to 

trace how bodily sensations, perceptions, and interpretations change (Farr & Nizza, 2019). 
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LIPA is compatible with a relativist ontological position, which acknowledges that 

reality is subjective and multiple, shaped by individual perspectives, social contexts, and 

historical influences (Levers, 2013; J. A. Smith et al., 2022). According to this view, how we 

perceive reality is inseparable from how we experience it. Epistemologically, the authors 

adopted a constructivist view, which holds that the data collected and the results produced are 

inherently influenced by the perspectives, values, and experiences of both the researcher and 

the participants (J. A. Smith et al., 2022; Sparkes & Smith, 2013). Finally, we acknowledge 

that the results from this study are presented from an interpretivist perspective, which 

emphasises that they are influenced by the participants and the researchers’ experiences, 

cultural background, and world views. 

Positionality 

The positionality considerations relevant to this study are detailed in the General 

Introduction (see chapter 1). In this study, as a paraglider pilot, my familiarity with 

paragliding terminology, culture, and norms facilitated rapport with the participants across 

three interview rounds, supporting the sustained, trusting relationship that longitudinal 

research requires. Participants returned for the midpoint and final interviews, in part, I 

believe, because the first interview felt genuinely reciprocal rather than extractive. However, 

longitudinal proximity to participants whose experiences were not resolving and, in some 

cases, worsening, required careful attention to the boundary between empathic understanding 

and therapeutic engagement. I was not a practitioner, and it was important that the interviews 

remained research conversations rather than support sessions, even when participants were 

clearly distressed. Given the topic of the interviews, which included asking about adverse 

events related to paragliding, the interviews were conducted using a trauma-informed 

approach (Alessi & Kahn, 2023). Additionally, I completed a psychological first aid course to 

ensure that any responses I provided to a participant in distress were appropriate and 
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beneficial. I maintained detailed analytical memos and engaged in regular peer debriefing 

with my co-authors, who served as ‘critical friends’ (B. Smith & McGannon, 2018) to 

challenge my interpretations and enhance the analytical rigour of the findings. 

Ethical Considerations 

Given my positionality and the potentially sensitive nature of the interview topic, 

before starting data collection, in discussion with my supervision team, I considered that I 

may experience emotional distress and prepared a response plan which provided guidance for 

acute distress and ongoing self-care. Given the topic of the interviews, which included asking 

about adverse events related to paragliding, the interviews were conducted using a trauma-

informed approach (Alessi & Kahn, 2023). More specifically, I followed the guidelines 

outlined by Alessi and Kahn (2023), which included remaining aware that participants may 

have experienced historical or collective trauma, conducting interviews in a quiet and private 

space, asking participants broad, open-ended questions that allowed them to share to the 

extent they felt comfortable, re-directing the conversation if the participant appeared 

distressed, and committing to self-care post-interview. In line with the trauma-informed 

approach, I closed the interviews by asking the participants what they loved most about 

paragliding to ensure participants did not leave the conversation immediately after discussing 

adverse experiences. Participants were given an information sheet and a consent form that 

explained the topics to be discussed and provided clear instructions on how to respond to 

potential emotional distress during or after the interview. Participants were encouraged to 

contact their general practitioner or mental health professional should they experience 

distress. Participants were also encouraged to contact the third author, who is a licensed 

clinical psychologist, for a free emergency counselling session if needed. 
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Participants 

IPA relies on purposive sampling to ensure focused, rich, detailed accounts of human 

experience (Nizza et al., 2021; J. A. Smith et al., 2022). The emphasis is on thorough, 

nuanced exploration of individual experiences rather than broad generalisation, and sample 

sizes usually range from a single case to a small group, often around five to ten participants 

(Peat et al., 2019). This study compared the experiences of ten individual paraglider pilots 

who self-identified as currently experiencing fear injury for one paragliding season or 

approximately six months. Choosing to follow participants over a flying season or 

approximately six months was not an assumption of how long a fear injury would last but 

rather reflected an adequate period of time to collect in-depth data while remaining practical 

and feasible for participants within the context of the sport. Participants were in different 

stages of the fear injury process, which provided a more profound analytic opportunity. Data 

collection began at the same time for all participants, regardless of when they first 

experienced fear injury. To recruit participants, we advertised the study on a popular 

paragliding podcast (Cloudbase Mayhem) and provided our contact information. Participants 

were included in the study if they were current or former paraglider pilots, at least 18 years 

old, fluent in English, and self-identified as having experienced a fear injury at the time of 

recruitment. All ten participants, five males and five females, completed the study. 

The sample size of ten participants was determined by the requirements of 

longitudinal interpretative phenomenological analysis rather than by saturation criteria, which 

are not applicable within this methodology (J. A. Smith et al., 2022). LIPA prioritises 

idiographic depth over breadth, and a larger sample would have precluded the level of close, 

repeated engagement with each participant’s account that the method demands. Ten 

participants were considered sufficient to enable meaningful cross-case comparison across 

the three time points while preserving the interpretive richness that distinguishes IPA from 
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thematic approaches. The adequacy of the sample is therefore evaluated in terms of the depth 

and coherence of the analysis rather than the saturation of categories. Phenomenology seeks 

to understand the ‘essence’ of a phenomenon, which can never truly be said to be fully 

‘saturated’ (Lyhne & Norlyk, 2026). The goal is a rich description of lived experience, which 

requires detailed analysis of a small data set to achieve depth of insight (Lyhne & Norlyk, 

2026; J. A. Smith et al., 2022). 

Data Collection 

I conducted initial, semi-structured interviews with each participant (Eatough & 

Smith, 2017; Farr & Nizza, 2019). The interviews began with a welcome and the opportunity 

to ask clarifying questions. Next, I asked general questions about their paragliding history to 

establish rapport and allow participants to describe their experience. Then I asked them how 

they felt while paragliding. Finally, I asked probing questions about their understanding and 

experiences of fear injuries. I allowed for spontaneous interaction during the interview and, 

by remaining flexible, the participants had the opportunity to influence the data collection 

process and speak about things that mattered most to them. The initial interviews were 

approximately 90 minutes. 

All participants were asked to keep a diary for six months following the initial 

interview. Diary studies are particularly beneficial for assessing change over time by 

collecting data from participants at regular intervals, which helps reduce retrospective bias 

and elicit rich, detailed descriptions of participants’ thoughts, feelings, and experiences (J. A. 

Smith et al., 2022). In addition, diaries encourage open communication and allow participants 

time to reflect on their responses (McCombie et al., 2023). Participants were asked to follow 

an event-contingent diary entry format, recording their experience of significant moments 

related to paragliding. A significant moment referred to any event, experience, or thought that 

the participant deemed significant to their experience of fear injury. Participants were also 
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explicitly asked to record any physical sensations related to fear injury to better understand 

the embodied experience of it. Participants were invited to submit diary entries (i.e. pictures, 

videos, flight logs, or competition results) at their own discretion between interviews. These 

diary entries ranged in frequency and length (i.e. three sentences to one page). Some 

participants (n = 2) chose to submit regular, detailed entries that tracked their experience of 

fear injury across the data collection period. Others submitted a few entries (n = 5) or none (n 

= 3). Rather than treating this unevenness as a methodological weakness, it was interpreted as 

analytically meaningful within longitudinal interpretative phenomenological analysis. 

Because the generation of qualitative data often involves not only the production of 

knowledge about subjective human experience but also the intersubjective encounter between 

a particular researcher and a particular research participant, it is common to speak of 

qualitative data as constructed or generated rather than found or gathered (Jack et al., 2023). 

Unevenness is an accepted and predictable characteristic of any qualitative data set. The 

purpose of the methods deployed in phenomenology is not to gain equal insight into the 

particular experience of every participant but rather to do whatever is possible to gain insight 

into the phenomenon under investigation. Where diary entries were rich, they were used to 

add texture and depth of insight into the phenomenon of fear injury. Follow-up interviews 

were conducted midway through the data collection process to allow participants time to ask 

questions, express concerns about participation, and discuss diary entries. Finally, participants 

completed a closing interview at the end of data collection to review and discuss the process. 

The mid-way and closing interviews were unstructured to allow participants to share their 

thoughts, feelings, and experiences openly. 

Data Analysis 

This study used a LIPA methodology to explore how paraglider pilots’ experiences of 

fear injuries evolved and changed over time through a combination of interview and diary 
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data (Terzis et al., 2022). To ensure rigour and trustworthiness, we integrated evaluative 

criteria throughout the analysis process, drawing on the four markers of high-quality IPA as 

outlined by Nizza et al., (2021) in.  First, “a compelling, unfolding narrative” (p.371) was 

constructed by organising the findings around three trajectories (improving, fluctuating, and 

stagnating). Next, “a vigorous experiential and existential account” (p. 374) was developed 

by foregrounding the embodied, affective, and identity-related dimensions of fear injury. 

Third, “close analytic reading of participants' words” (p.375) was maintained throughout the 

six-step process as described below. Finally, interpretations attended to “convergence and 

divergence” (p.376) which shaped the construction of the trajectories and themes. Data were 

analysed according to the six-step IPA framework (J. A. Smith et al., 2022). Step one, the first 

author engaged with the data through repeated reading while remaining focused on the 

participant. Given the human tendency to summarise information quickly, this step 

emphasised slowing down to avoid superficial interpretations. Step two, the first author began 

exploratory noting and examined the semantic content and language used. By noting 

significant points in the text, we gained a deeper understanding of the participants’ 

perspectives and thought processes regarding fear injury. Step three: the first author 

constructed experiential statements, which are pivotal for refining and focusing the 

researcher’s insights. Though the original transcript remained the primary data source, the 

additional layer of exploratory notes produced from previous steps deepened the analysis. 

Step four: the first author searched for connections across the statements and mapped them 

chronologically to gain a deeper understanding of how participants’ experiences changed over 

the course of the study. The approach at this stage was exploratory, and not every experiential 

statement was used; some were discarded based on the research’s aims. This process was 

repeated for each participant to maintain idiographic integrity before moving to the next. 

After analysing all cases, patterns of convergence and divergence were identified across the 
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cohort, foregrounding how fear injury experiences evolved over time. Following these 

guidelines, the data analysis engaged meaningfully with participant quotes to uncover latent 

meanings and ensured that all interpretations were grounded in the participants’ voices. 

Results 

All participants described living with what they recognised and self-described as a 

fear injury at the time of the first interview. Over the course of data collection, participant 

experience diverged, revealing three trajectories. The three trajectories — improving, 

fluctuating, stagnating — were not predetermined categories applied to the data but 

constructed from a cross-case analysis conducted after all three rounds of interviews had been 

completed. The first author first produced a longitudinal summary for each participant and 

identified five themes evident across the three trajectories: the weight of fear injury, fear 

regulation, negotiating identity, agency and trust, and the social environment. The trajectories 

reflect an interpretation of the overall arc of experience across the data collection period: 

consistent movement toward restored confidence and functioning (improving), oscillation 

between progress and regression without clear resolution (fluctuating), and continued or 

worsening impairment (stagnating). It is important to note that these trajectories are analytic 

constructs that represent patterns across the dataset rather than fixed, mutually exclusive 

categories. Individual participants’ experiences were more complex and nuanced than any 

single label captures. The trajectory findings are offered as a tool for understanding variation 

in the fear injury process over time, not as a typology of pilots. 

Participants within the ‘improving’ trajectory (Simon, Liam, Graham, Linda, and 

Claire) demonstrated a trend toward recovery from fear injury over the course of data 

collection. Participants in the ‘fluctuating’ trajectory (Daniel, Gabriel, and Elena) showed an 

inconsistent trend, with continued impairment and progress towards recovery. Finally, 

participants within the ‘stagnating’ trajectory (Jules and Emily) demonstrated continued or 



FEAR OF FLYING  83 

   
 

worsening impairment over time. The results are presented to foreground in-depth participant 

experiences, structured by trajectory, to foreground the ideographic depth of participant 

experience and attend to cross-case thematic patterns across the dataset. Each of the five 

themes is explored to understand how experiences of those themes converged and diverged 

across trajectories. 
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Table 1 LIPA Trajectories and Themes 

Theme Improving (Simon, 
Liam, Graham, 
Linda, Claire)  

Fluctuating 
(Daniel, Gabriel, 
Elena) 

Stagnating (Jules, 
Emily) 

Weight of Fear 
Injury 

Adverse event described 
as memorable but 
increasingly bracket-able 
over time. 
Able to ‘detach’ from the 
past; fear is re-
interpreted rather than 
absent. 
Trajectory moves 
toward: ‘its absence’ or a 
felt sense of resolution. 

Fear injury described as 
recurring, cumulative, or 
episodic; never fully 
resolved. 
The past remains 
‘psychologically sticky’; 
prior incidents 
contaminate new ones. 
‘Ups and downs’ are 
acknowledged and 
frustrating. 
Some insight into the 
process but without clear 
resolution. 

Fear injury described as 
acute, overwhelming, 
and intrusive. 
Reduced or stopped 
flying; sport 
participation 
significantly curtailed by 
endpoint. 
Co-occurring mental 
health difficulties present 
and entangled with fear 
injury. 
No clear re-interpretation 
of the adverse event; it 
retains affect. 

Fear Regulation Actively uses strategies 
(self-talk, breathing, task 
focus, distraction). 
Strategies become more 
consistent and automatic 
over time. 
Fear is recognised early 
and attention redirected: 
‘snapping back’. 
Able to stay ‘out there’ 
(externally focused) 
rather than ‘inside’ 
(ruminative). 
In-flight incidents (e.g., 
collapses) do not 
produce lasting fear 
responses. 

Similar strategies 
attempted but applied 
inconsistently or with 
limited effect. 
Describes feeling 
‘dragged off’ by fear; 
mind-body disconnect. 
Somatic fear responses 
are recognised but not 
reliably resolved. 
Progress in one flight 
does not carry over 
reliably to the next. 
Physical pain or 
environmental cues can 
rapidly reactivate fear. 

Fear regulation strategies 
used reactively, under 
duress, or described as 
ineffective. 
Acute physiological 
responses: gagging, 
tunnel vision, panic-like 
states in-flight. 
Unable to tolerate 
turbulence or 
uncertainty; seeks exit 
from flight. 
Exposure that is ‘too 
much too soon’ produces 
setbacks rather than 
habituation. 
Avoidance is the 
dominant coping 
behaviour by endpoint. 

Negotiating 
Identity 

Consciously shifts 
identity from 
performance-oriented to 
joy- or connection-
oriented. 
Reframing is 
experienced as an 
intentional, self-directed 
choice. 
New identity is stable 
and generates continued 
engagement with the 
sport. 
Ageing or life-stage 
factors are integrated 
without identity 
destabilisation. 

Identity is contested and 
unstable across data 
collection period. 
Compares self 
unfavourably to ‘top 
pilots’; unclear what 
separates them. 
Begins exploring 
alternative flying styles 
but with ambivalence. 
Personal changes (e.g. 
relationships, therapy) 
are reshaping the role of 
risk, but unresolved. 

Profound identity 
disruption: ‘I don’t know 
who I am without it’. 
Describes a loss of felt 
competence: ‘feels like a 
new pilot again’. 
Identity question 
unanswered by endpoint; 
no stable alternative 
identity established. 
Cultural pressure to 
perform intensifies 
identity distress. 
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Agency and Trust Proactively modifies 
equipment (e.g., changes 
wing) and this restores 
trust. 
Invests in training, 
practice, and skill 
development as recovery 
mechanism. 
Fear is reframed as 
information rather than a 
threat signal. 
Trust in self and gear 
consolidates over time; 
pre-flight rituals feel 
purposeful. 

Need for control is high 
and explicitly articulated 
(100% in control or not 
doing it). 
Trust is conditional: 
restored under certain 
conditions but fragile. 
Reserve deployments or 
turbulence rupture trust 
even when managed 
correctly. 
Correct technical 
responses do not 
neutralise the emotional 
aftermath. 

Trust in self and 
equipment significantly 
and persistently 
disrupted. 
Pre-flight check errors or 
near-misses cited as 
evidence of personal 
fallibility. 
Equipment (e.g. the wing 
associated with incident) 
retains symbolic threat. 
Selling or distancing 
from equipment signals 
continued impairment, 
not recovery. 
No trajectory toward 
rebuilt trust in skills or 
gear by endpoint. 

The Social 
Environment 

Community experienced 
as accessible, supportive, 
and recovery-promoting. 
Vulnerability about fear 
expressed openly; 
received positively by 
peers. 
Deliberate effort to stay 
socially engaged after 
incidents (e.g., attending 
site even when not 
flying). 
Mentorship, peer 
discussion, and 
community belonging 
linked to renewed 
enjoyment. 

Community interactions 
are inconsistent: 
sometimes helpful, 
sometimes destabilising. 
Structured environments 
(e.g. competitions) 
reduce fear through 
shared experience, but 
trust is fragile. 
Social support present 
but not reliably available 
or sustaining. 
Begins to openly discuss 
fear as a possible path to 
connection, without full 
resolution. 

Community experienced 
as isolating, superficial, 
or emotionally unsafe. 
Cultural pressure (e.g. to 
fly cross-country) 
actively compounds 
distress. 
Fear or distress is not 
validated; community 
interactions feel 
exhausting or 
invalidating. 
Social disengagement 
from flying community 
by endpoint; 
reconnection occurs 
elsewhere (e.g. other 
sports). 
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Improving 

The weight of fear injury. 

In the first interview, when asked about his experience with fear injury, Liam 

explained that although he was “managing”, he expected that his accident would be 

something he would “carry forever.” He went on to say, “I don’t think I’ll ever forget it. I 

don’t think there’ll ever be a time where I don’t stand up there and say, right there, that’s 

where you piled in really hard.” By the mid-point interview, Liam demonstrated a significant 

shift in how he felt about the fear injury. When asked about his current experience, he stated: 

As far as having anxieties related to my accident, it kind of feels like I’ve been able to 

put that behind me. Not that it’s completely gone. I think it has, in a very positive 

way, helped me establish my safe minimums, and it helps me pause and give due 

reflection to the flight, the conditions, the launch, and just all aspects of that flight. 

By the final interview, Liam seemed to have recovered from fear injury. When discussing his 

recent flights and his experience of fear injury, he said, “If anything I felt, it’s absence.” In 

the final interview, Liam reflected on the process, noting that his “feelings and anxieties 

surrounding flying have notably diminished,” especially when flying over the area where his 

accident occurred. He recalled that as his skills and confidence increased, the anxiety 

diminished, and he was able to “detach that anxiety” from the accident site. 

Similarly, Simon noted a particularly “spicy” flight in the first interview where he 

“just wanted to get down”, and when he landed, he felt a “bit shaky, not like physically, but 

inside, thinking, What the hell is going on?” At the midpoint, Simon updated his diary after a 

flight on a paragliding trip abroad. He described it as a “horrendous flight…where lower 

wind was crazy, landing on full bar and still backwards into lava fields of the sharpest rocks 

I’ve ever seen.” However, after this flight, his fear dissipated, and he concluded that the flight 

may have “upped my tolerance.” As he reflected on the flight, he admitted that he would 
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never choose to fly another flight like that. However, the experience pushed him beyond his 

“comfort zone”, and the “confidence came from somehow managing to keep a level head and 

land without injury.” During a subsequent flight the next day, Simon had “zero concern over 

height or terrain.” At the final data collection time point, Simon reasoned that the increase in 

confidence and performance was a direct result of the “horrendous” experience over the lava 

field. That experience at the time felt beyond his skill and comfort level; however, he 

remained calm and landed safely. On reflection, he saw it more as a challenge he overcame 

than a threat he survived. Looking back, he said, it was the “challenge that I needed but didn’t 

want.” 

Fear regulation. 

In the first interview, Simon described feeling the physical manifestations of fear in 

flight. He noted that while flying, he sits more upright in his harness and his body was 

“extremely tense,” with his attention focused on the ground, scanning for a potential landing 

area rather than on flying. He said it was like looking for a “safety blanket”, preferring to stay 

low over the terrain. Occasionally, he said, he shouts at himself to “lean back, breathe, relax” 

However, he struggled to follow his own advice. He described the tension as a “fight with 

himself” between wanting to stay in the air and wanting to get on the ground. 

A few days before the first interview, Simon had a call with a paragliding coach who 

offered several practical strategies for managing fear in flight such as chewing gum before 

taking off and allowing the gum to lose its flavour before making a decision to land, 

practicing breathing exercises, and keeping his mind occupied on the next task (i.e., finding 

the next thermal, checking your height, or accelerating to the next point). All of these 

strategies were designed to keep his mind and body occupied, so there wasn’t any space for 

“fear to take over.” 
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Linda also described how she used techniques to manage her fear during her first 

interview. She described a recent flight where the wind started to pick up, and she felt 

increasingly nervous. “I just started like tapping each hand or kicking each foot…the bilateral 

stimulation made me, like, less focused on my thinking about all the things that could go 

wrong.” Next, she used self-talk to clarify her situation, assess the risk, and review options. 

She realised that although this situation and weather conditions were similar to her accident, 

she “had more options in this situation than in my incident situation.” 

A few weeks after the first interview point, Simon’s diary entries indicated that he was 

regularly implementing fear regulation strategies. At approximately the mid-point of data 

collection, Simon described a flight on which he felt “fear crept in.” However, he was quickly 

able to recognise it as irrational and “snapped back to being busy again.” The strategies 

“worked a treat” and the flight was enjoyable. He also noted that the diary was prompting 

deeper introspection. “It’s making me evaluate my feelings and thoughts before, during, and 

after the flight, which I think in itself is helping.” Simon’s next diary entry recounted an in-

flight “big frontal collapse” that occurred during a rapid descent to escape potentially 

dangerous rising air. The incident was “a puckering moment”, but he managed to control the 

glider and was pleased to report that he did not have any lasting fear, nor did he discover any 

“hidden scars.” By the final interview, Simon had implemented strategies such as self-talk 

which he understood as a beneficial technique, regardless of what he said to himself. “I find 

that just talking all the time, doesn’t matter who I’m talking to, what I’m talking about, it’s 

utter nonsense, just keeping my mind on the actual thermaling and it seems to work quite 

well.” Simon was no longer fighting with himself as he was in the first interview. He has 

shifted his inner dialogue from self-critique to “random conversation” and redirected his 

energy towards flying-related tasks. He described how he focused on staying in the climb, 
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“I’ve turned it into more of a game and a challenge”, and I’m focused on “not getting thrown 

out of the thermal.” 

Simon also described how self-talk helped him re-engage in the sport. He noticed his 

fear intensifying, but he was able to re-focus. “I can feel it happening. I’m anticipating it and 

then making myself go back for it (the thermal).” Overall, Simon demonstrated a change in 

mindset and increased resilience by utilising fear-regulation strategies. At the conclusion of 

data collection, Simon called himself “cautious but not restricted.” He listened to advice, 

analysed flights with mentors, and gradually began to trust his instincts again. His enthusiasm 

was evident: “I can’t think of anything other than flying.” Liam demonstrated a similar 

strategy for bracketing his fear. In his final interview, he discussed how he assesses the flying 

conditions and cultivates a productive pre-flight mindset. “Approaching take-off. I’m focused 

on what’s going on. What are the patterns of the wind? What direction is it? Is it alternating? 

What’s the strength doing? What’s the cycle time? I really try to stay out there instead of 

inside.” Liam’s strategy of staying “out there” helps him remain concentrated on the real-

world conditions and risks rather than irrational fear. 

Negotiating identity. 

Participants in the improving trajectory were conscious of their shifting identity 

within the sport from the first interview. Simon described shifting his identity from a 

performance-oriented pilot towards a more joy-focused one. “I noticed that when I started 

chasing 100 kilometres, and I was getting disappointed, so I decided that I would only fly 

when I’m enjoying it… I don’t want to get to the point where I scare myself out of it all 

together, right?” 

Graham acknowledged that ageing affects his expectations for his performance and 

his identity in paragliding. “I’m not far off 70, so you know that comes into it. You do get a 

bit less competitive.” Looking forward, Graham noted that, despite feeling recovered from 
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the accident, his ambitions had changed from five years ago due to ageing. He indicated that 

he would be “just as happy to fly 30 kilometres and land at a pub as I would be with 150 

kilometres,” however “if you asked me five years ago, that wouldn’t have been the case.” 

This statement shows acceptance of a shifting identity in the sport while maintaining joy and 

enthusiasm for participating. 

Agency and trust. 

At the mid-point interview, Claire changed her glider for the same make and model 

but a smaller size because she felt the larger size contributed to her inability to handle the 

wing in strong winds. “I just went back to that one glider that was my most familiar, and I 

think that’s what clicked… that’s what allowed me to, you know, settle back in and just 

achieve that flow state.” Feeling a sense of control and comfort with the smaller size glider 

helped her trust her skills and find more joy in the sport again. She also noted that she was 

choosing her launch position more carefully. By optimising her alignment on take-off to suit 

the weather conditions, she increased her confidence in her launches. 

Over the course of data collection, Claire continued “learning and growing and doing 

new things” within the sport. She tested new equipment frequently and completed her tandem 

and mini-wing certification courses. Towards the end of the mid-point interview, she noted, “I 

am really proud of myself for expanding my bandwidth and staying engaged and not allowing 

fear to stop me from learning.” Claire described how her mindset shifted from feeling held 

back by fear to focusing on finding opportunities to grow. Claire’s skills improved through 

her active re-engagement with different aspects of the sport. In her mid-point interview, 

Claire described how her experience of fear changed. “Instead of the fear being primary when 

I walk out to launch, I feel like the information is the primary part. It’s more like let’s think 

about why you’re scared. What was it that you were that scared you, know? What was it that 
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could be changed?” Claire described how she shifted from feeling consumed by fear to 

thinking constructively about the weather and how she can mitigate risk effectively. 

Similarly, at the mid-point interview, Liam consulted his instructor and upgraded his 

outdated paraglider to one of the same performance levels but with more recent technology. 

This was essential for safety, performance, and mindset since the previous wing was over ten 

years old and evoked memories of the accident and feelings of distrust. He instantly felt the 

difference “in handling” and “climbing characteristics” which were significantly better on the 

new paraglider. “It’s like all you have to do is walk backwards and with barely any input and 

the wings like, oh, let’s go.” After he upgraded his equipment, he also invested time in ground 

handling and practising understanding the glider’s behaviour. Shortly afterwards, Liam 

recounted acquiring a new skill – top landing. Top landing can be demanding in certain 

situations, and it is often a coveted skill for pilots to master. This achievement signified a 

“peek to the next level of like, what’s possible” for Liam in his paragliding. He recognised 

that “to actually have landed, reinflated and launched a second time, that was really a big 

moment this year.” 

The social environment. 

Those on an improving trajectory frequently described exploring connection and a 

sense of belonging within the paragliding community. In the first interview, Claire felt 

especially “blessed” to be surrounded by professional paraglider pilots who provided expert 

advice, as well as a “loving, supportive partner” who is also “an amazing pilot.” Claire noted 

that she felt connected to the community and often offered to share her experience of fear 

injury with others. Simon elaborated on this, stating that “I think that the main problem we 

have in paragliding is that no one wants to admit to being scared.” For Simon, it was 

“difficult” to admit he felt scared, which he ultimately did “quite publicly” via chat groups 

and community discussions. He deliberately spoke about his emotions to open the 
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conversation to discussing fear. “I don’t think you should be hiding behind it, trying to be 

some Billy big bollocks. It’s not gonna help anyone.” People responded positively, and his 

willingness to be vulnerable resulted in deeper conversations and new friendships. 

In the mid-point interview, Liam described a coastal soaring session “that was like a 

10 out of 10 day.” Although Liam appreciated the smooth flying conditions, what stuck with 

him was the image of local people living on the cliff below, cheering and waving as he flew 

by. He also met “dozens” of new pilots and felt “instantly welcomed in.” This flight helped 

Liam find comfort in coastal conditions, which are generally less turbulent, and reignited his 

joy for the sport through connection to the community. 

In the final interview, Graham mentioned the importance of connecting with the 

community. “Even straight after the accident, I deliberately stayed involved.” Despite not 

being able to drive due to his injuries, someone would usually pick him up, and he would “sit 

around and hang around with the guys and eat sandwiches and watch and join the gossip.” He 

mentioned the importance of keeping the relationships alive and staying, and he would “have 

been sad to lose it all together.” Reflecting on the process, he said that both maintaining the 

connection with the community and changing to a less demanding glider was “definitely a 

good move” towards improving his fear injury; however, he noted that “it just had to be a 

gradual process.” He described this choice as an intentional part of his recovery: “If you don’t 

stay involved, you drift off.” 

Fluctuating 

The Weight of Fear Injury. 

In his first interview, Gabriel connected his fear injury to a hard landing 

approximately two and a half years before we spoke. Although he wasn’t injured in the 

incident, he noted that it started a cascade of “irrational fear.” That evening, he began to think 

about how his life would change if he were injured, which led him to question his previous 
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paragliding choices and his motivation to participate. He described this feeling as “similar to 

regret.” A year later, he had another hard landing and was physically uninjured. However, he 

said he instantly was in a “weird state,” which he further described as “like catatonic.” In this 

state, he was able to gather himself and his equipment and return home, where he said he 

“waited for the pain to come.” Eventually, it did come, and it lasted approximately six weeks. 

Gabriel saw this as a significant setback, since he was only beginning to regain confidence 

after the previous incident. By the final interview, Gabriel said he “still didn’t overcome” the 

fear injury and reported “ups and downs” over the course of data collection. He expressed 

frustration over this non-linear trajectory. Although he was not satisfied with his progress, he 

felt that participating in the research had a “therapeutical” effect and that he understood his 

experience more clearly as a result. Similarly, in the final interview, Daniel described himself 

as being “in a pause,” not actively avoiding flying, but not seeking it out either. While he felt 

the fear injury had eased somewhat, it was not fully resolved. He emphasised that because the 

original crash felt random and without a clear cause, it remained psychologically “sticky.” 

At the time of the first interview, Elena identified as having either a persistent fear 

injury or perhaps several consecutive fear injuries “I think it was like I had a fear injury; I 

recovered, I had a different one, I recovered…” She described it as episodic, but cumulative. 

By the final interview, things had started to shift. She realised that the “fear injury was much 

deeper than she thought.” Reflecting on the process of recovery, she said, “I would say that I 

did more analysing and contemplating and not enough taking action for healing. It’s there, it’s 

deep. But I understand it better, and I hope that I will be able to overcome it at some point.” 

Fear regulation. 

Gabriel described the different “stages of fear” he has related to paragliding. First, 

before taking off, he experiences what he categorised as the “unknown fear”, which manifests 

as an increased heart rate and a “slow, strong pulsation in the ears.” To explore his reactions 
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further, he decided to film himself during the flight. Watching the video, he recognised and 

understood that during the first few minutes of the flight, he “must have huge adrenaline 

discharges” as he adjusted the flight conditions. This was clear to him, as he was 

“exteriorising” his emotions by talking to himself, and his mouth was noticeably dry. After 

take-off, this feeling vanishes, and he focuses on the flight and finding a thermal. However, 

as soon as the air feels “shaky,” he becomes anxious and has to “manage” that response. In a 

diary entry, Gabriel reflected on a competition where he encountered “strong, punchy, narrow 

thermals” and reported feeling “really nervous” with a parched mouth. Gabriel then described 

moving to the third phase of fear after about half an hour of flying and “the idea of landing 

and fuck this shit kicked in.” He described getting “dragged off by this fear”, which exhausts 

him, and he lands after about an hour flying feeling “mentally drained.” 

At the mid-point of data collection, Gabriel details a coastal soaring flight where he 

was “the whole time in fear,” with “intrusive thoughts about reserve throwing.” He 

experienced a pivotal moment when he forced himself to “man up” by setting a goal to climb 

in each thermal briefly before landing. This structured exposure produced an immediate shift, 

and after “three or four thermals”, he felt more relaxed and landed “happy and proud.” 

Although this seemed to indicate a turning point, a couple of months later, he found himself 

feeling “stressed, afraid, tense, anxious” during subsequent flights. These feelings intensified 

when he felt pain related to his previous accident. “When I don’t have back pain, I feel 

unbeatable…When I do, I feel so fragile.” For Gabriel, the intermittent pain was a core 

component of the fluctuating trajectory of fear injury. After a couple of flights where he felt 

somewhat comfortable, Gabriel said he “had this panic attack” while attempting to fly cross-

country and landed after a short distance. This impacted him significantly since he “thought 

he was a step further in fighting this” and then had this “shitty situation.” 
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Elena reflected on a profound experience in the first interview: “My body knew what 

my mind didn’t.” After her husband experienced a severe paragliding accident, she 

suppressed her emotional response to care for her family; however, years later, she realised 

the impact on her. “I started to understand that it was really scary for me too… That night, my 

milk was gone.” Despite her efforts to analyse the fear, the somatic response persisted. In the 

final interview, she noted: “It’s in my body much stronger than I imagined.” She reflected 

that “just the fact that I became more aware of what’s happening in me and in my body and in 

my mind… I think it’s a step for me… but it’s still there. So just being aware of it in a more 

[conscious way], it doesn’t make it disappear.” In the final interview, Elena recounted a flight 

where her fear increased. She thought in the moment, “I have no safe route to go out of this” 

so she “started to do breathing exercises…being aware of my body, relax my body” to avoid 

panic. Although she was “aware of everything that was around” she worried she would be 

“too slow in handling the glider” and opted to land. On reflection she said it was “like falling 

asleep” and feeling disconnected from her body. 

In his final interview, Daniel summed up the tension felt in the fluctuating trajectory. 

“It’s like two parts of my mind are talking, right? There’s the part that I want to fly, and that 

hasn’t changed, and then there’s the part that’s kind of reacting to that injury, and it’s like, no, 

no, no, you should not do this.” 

Negotiating identity. 

With a fluctuating trajectory, participants struggled to understand their identity as 

pilots. Gabriel discussed a certain quality or ability that “top pilots” possessed that allowed 

them to “endure strong conditions” and “do long flights.” This was something unknown to 

him, yet he sought to understand what separated his experience in flight from that of pilots he 

perceived as able to “face fear naturally” without compromising performance. Gabriel 

speculated that it might be related to their experience or perhaps something biological, such 
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as a different hormonal balance or genetics that “allow them to do that.” As he pondered the 

differences between those “top pilots” and himself, he noted the desire to become more like 

them and the tension of not knowing what it was that he was missing. He thought “maybe 

there is something I can do which would be therapeutical” to help him cope with fear and 

increase his performance. 

Elena demonstrated a similar struggle to reconcile her changing identity. In the first 

interview, Elena described how she started flying in 2006 and “became obsessed” and 

“couldn’t think about anything else, just flying.” However, by the final interview, she realised 

that “the need for joy and play in flight was really important, and somehow I lost that.” 

Through personal therapy and adapting her flying style, she changed as a person and as a 

pilot. She changed her flying style, moving away from performance and towards joy. She 

embraced playful, mini-wing soaring and snow kiting. Yet she admitted that this shift was 

complicated: “I’m also as a person, changing, not only as a pilot, and maybe this, in one way, 

maybe this makes it harder because I don’t ignore any more fears and feelings. Maybe this 

changed my perspective on flying also.” 

Daniel reflected on what kind of pilot he would be going forward. “If I can’t recover 

my fear, then I’ll be totally satisfied to just fly like ridge soaring and become an exclusively 

ridge soaring pilot.” Part of the reason he felt comfortable adapting his flying style was due to 

a new romantic relationship. “I realised that a lot of the extreme sports things I was doing... I 

was compensating for the fact that I was, like, kind of insecure, and I didn’t have a 

relationship. Now I do... I realised I don’t need to risk my life anymore.” 

Agency and trust. 

In the first interview, Daniel stated, “I like to be in control of the situation. If I don’t 

feel like I’m in control 100%, then I’m not doing it.” He acknowledged that “there’s always 

probability in life”, but he would not accept a risk he perceived as a “roll of the dice.” This 
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motivated him to lose weight, become more athletic, and learn how to execute a Parachute 

Landing Fall (PLF) to mitigate the risk of injury. He said, “Once I did that, that helped me 

clear the fear, because I needed to find that mental formula of, how do I convince myself that 

I’m in control? And I found that, and that’s, that’s the only reason I’m able to, like, fly now.” 

During a flying holiday abroad, Elena threw her reserve. Although she landed safely, 

she recalled this incident as the “first time when I’m not in control.” Although technically she 

responded “perfectly,” the emotional consequence was profound. She continued to fly, but 

when returning to the same location, she experienced overwhelming fear: “I realised… I 

couldn’t fly. I had to go down.” Despite this, she expressed a desire to persist: “I want to 

believe that even if you get fully aware of yourself and of flying, you still want to fly and put 

yourself up there with all the risks.” 

The social environment. 

Community and competition were often sources of stress for pilots in the fluctuating 

trajectory. Interestingly, in competition flying, Gabriel felt more at ease since the organisation 

checks the weather and “analyses the unknown” for him. Additionally, the task requires 

focus, which distracts him from feeling fear as keenly, and several other pilots make the air 

around him visible. When considering an upcoming competition, he said his aim was not to 

perform well but to manage his fear first on the take-off, then in the start gaggle, and finally 

“just fly turn point after turn point” for as long as possible. However, this trust was fragile 

and eroded throughout the competition. In a diary entry, Gabriel reflected on the competition. 

On the first day, he felt “the anxiety and fear were mixed, hard to separate”, and he was 

questioning why he was participating. The task, he said, was not well designed for the 

weather conditions, which led him to lose trust in the organisation. Ultimately, he decided to 

abandon the competition mid-way. In the end, he summed up the experience as “a mind-

fucking competition, dealing with fears, frustration and anxiety.” Gabriel noted that “flying 
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with fear” impacted his ability to fly safely and may also “escalate” the likelihood of having 

an incident. In competition, this could increase the risk of accidents when flying in proximity 

to other pilots. Reflecting on this, Gabriel said, “I can only wish for the community to realise 

this, and start being more tolerant and open to dialogue.” Over time, and after participating in 

another competition, Gabriel recognised that flying in competition with structure, goals, and 

gaggles helped to move fear to “the background” and he felt at peace, even joyful, 

“shouting… let’s go… this is awesome” to the pilots around him. In contrast, an unstructured 

flying day alone resulted in increased discomfort. “I don’t enjoy it, and I don’t feel at ease.” 

Stagnating 

The weight of fear injury. 

In the first interview, Jules said, “I don’t think I’ll do this anymore. Like I just, I don’t 

know if I want to keep flying, I’m so scared. I’m so scared of the idea that, like, I might get 

myself into a situation in which I’m forced to, like, stall my wing.” 

In the second interview, Jules mentioned that she had not flown since then due to a 

combination of factors: poor weather, logistical constraints, and, most significantly, a 

downturn in her mental health. Shortly after, she cancelled a planned flying trip abroad and 

began treatment for mental health issues. During this time, she also started new medications. 

“I was in a really, really bad place,” she explained, and felt it was unsafe to fly while 

managing significant emotional instability. 

Over the winter, Jules began to feel better. Although she remained unsure of when she 

would fly next, she described feeling more hopeful about both her life and her future in 

flying. “I don’t feel like I want to die,” she said bluntly, “which is a great improvement.” She 

was cultivating other hobbies, like bouldering and sailing, and exploring the idea that 

paragliding did not have to be her entire identity. While the trajectory had been non-linear, 

she described her current state as “trending in a better place, at least mentally.” 
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In the second interview, Emily mentioned it was common for her to “have a little 

freak out in the sky… then I’d think about it obsessively for the next few days…” 

Fear regulation. 

At the time of the first interview, Jules was actively trying to rebuild confidence in 

thermic flying while experiencing a fear injury. She had recently completed an advanced 

paragliding manoeuvre course, which she later felt may have set her back. “It was too much 

too soon.” She described feeling particularly nervous since it had started to rain before she 

was supposed to “stall” her wing, and she was “so freaked out by this, like, extra factor.” She 

decided to perform an alternative manoeuvre; however, she “just had this like physiological 

reaction…But I think I was also trying to push myself, because I kind of felt like, okay, like, 

I’ve put so much work into this. I paid, like, a lot of money to be here, and like, I want to try.” 

She completed a stall and went back to the take-off, where she “started gagging, I was like, 

dry heaving. I was so scared.” Although she wanted to push herself, she ultimately decided 

not to do another flight. “People on launch saw me, I mean, like it was, like I was not in 

control of my mouth…I just, like, needed a way out, and so my brain, like, without my 

control, was like, I gotta get out of this somehow. 

Despite some progress over the summer, she remained cautious about flying in 

turbulent conditions and had not yet returned to cross-country flying. She elaborated, “I have 

really low tolerance for turbulence right now… there’s like, nothing worse than, like, being in 

the air when you want to get down, and like, literally not being able to get down.” She 

described a flight where “it felt like my vision was, like, closing in a little bit, and I just had 

to, like, tell myself, like, if you panic right now, you were in way more danger.” In the second 

interview, Jules was still thinking about that flight. “Some of the reasons that I have not flown 

since then, the weather and just like general availability, but a lot of it has also been a 
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combination between not really wanting to because of the bad experience… and also, like my 

mental health has been a big factor in not flying.” 

In early November, Jules flew a thermic flight at her favourite and most familiar site. 

She described this as her “first purely thermic/non-soaring flight” since May. The conditions 

were good, and she felt generally calm and focused on familiarising herself with her new 

wing. She had small wins, including a low save and flying for over an hour, but a minor 

asymmetric collapse triggered a powerful fear response. Although the collapse was 

technically insignificant, it led to a near-panic experience: “The fear that it struck into my 

entire body was unignorable.” She struggled to come down in buoyant air and eventually 

landed safely, but the emotional impact lingered. 

At the time of the first interview, Emily was struggling to find clarity about her 

relationship with flying. While she had initially felt inspired by the study and a long flight 

abroad, she later felt overwhelmed, self-critical, and unsure whether flying was bringing out 

her best self. Although she continued to fly occasionally, Emily was navigating a mix of fear, 

grief, and disconnection. She had transitioned to a lower-rated wing and was exploring hike-

and-fly as a way to stay connected to the sport on her own terms. She explained that hike-

and-fly was “the only kind of flying I’m really doing,” but noted that even these short flights 

often triggered fear in the air. “All my launches and landings have been fine, but when I’m in 

the air, I’m pretty terrified,” she said. 

Negotiating identity. 

In the first interview, Jules questioned her identity as a pilot. “When I’m flying like, it 

does not feel like I have any skills. Like I feel like I’m a new pilot again, that like doesn’t 

know what they’re doing is like not capable.” In addition to feeling like she had lost skills, 

she also expressed a tension over losing a fundamental part of herself. “It’s been such a part 

of my identity for the last six years that, like, I don’t really know who I am without it.” For 
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Jules, paragliding allowed her to grow and change as a person. “It fostered this adventurous 

spirit in me that like I didn’t know I had, and I don’t know how to fill that void.” In the 

second interview, Jules described struggling with that tension. “Part of me that, like, really 

wants to excel, but like, I know that I just can’t do that right now.” 

By the time of the final interview, Jules acknowledged that her relationship with 

paragliding was still complicated. “I haven’t really had fun doing this in a really long time,” 

she admitted. While she once defined her identity around cross-country flying, she was 

beginning to challenge the internal and cultural pressures she felt to return to that level of 

performance. Jules discussed the difficulty of not wanting to be seen as “just making 

excuses,” and the emotional weight of being perceived as a certain kind of pilot. Despite 

these tensions, she was becoming more open to redefining what flying could look like for her 

if it were more casual, joyful, and less goal-driven. She was considering coastal flights and 

evening hike-and-fly options. “I really just want to enjoy being in the air doing something, 

anything,” she said. 

By the end of the study, Emily was still experiencing fear injury; however, she was 

clearer about what she wanted: emotional safety, community, and the ability to fly without 

having to perform toughness or suppress fear. She wasn’t certain if she would fly again, but 

she thought, “If I could find my little niche… I could fall back in love with flying,” she said. 

Agency and trust. 

In the first interview, Jules recounted a day when she made what could have been a 

fatal mistake. “I noticed that one of my leg straps was undone.” She explained she is typically 

“very good with my pre-flight check, and like that has never happened to me before.” Jules 

missed a crucial element of her pre-flight check, and although she caught the mistake in time, 

it was difficult for her to forget. “From that point on, I did not stop thinking about how if your 

leg straps are undone in the air, like, you’re done.” This incident lingered in her mind as an 
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example of her fallibility, shattering her trust in herself. She started to second-guess her 

ability to execute basic skills, like a pre-flight check, which contributed to increased fear and 

anxiety on launch. 

Advanced paragliding manoeuvre courses (SIV) are designed to provide instruction 

and promote increased understanding and control of the paraglider. However, for Jules, the 

course felt like a setback. Jules attributed her fear injury to her experiences during the course, 

stating, “SIV is what precipitated my fear injury.” After the SIV, she said, “I lost confidence 

in my gear, but it also caused me to lose confidence in my skills.” By the time of the final 

interview, Jules had decided to sell her equipment. “I’m finally selling my wing... the wing 

that I had the incident on, which I’m really, like, stoked to have out of my closet. Seems a 

little bit like symbolic, like shedding that.” Having the paraglider in her house felt like an 

unwanted reminder of the incident. “Seeing it reminds me that I somehow failed... seeing it 

kind of activates that in me, like I have to really actively remind myself that, like, that was 

not failure, that was just kind of an intense learning experience.” 

The social environment. 

In the first interview, Emily reflected on how hard it was to have emotional 

conversations concerning fear in flying spaces. “Not everyone in the community wants to talk 

about it. In fact, no one does. At best, it’s superficial, and people say, I had this terrible 

accident, but I’m still fine. And then this happened. And then this happened to me, but I’m 

still fine. And it’s like, well, that’s not actually very constructive.” Over the course of the 

study, Emily described how watching other women leave the sport or consider leaving had 

been both validating and disheartening. She shared several examples of women in her 

network who had chosen to sell their gear or expressed discomfort with the risks of flying, 

especially in the absence of a strong safety culture or support systems. One woman told her 

she was quitting because “no one else is going to look after me except for me,” which deeply 
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resonated with Emily’s own feelings of vulnerability. A social media post by a national 

paragliding organisation showing women flying as tandem passengers triggered a sharp 

reaction: “All this shows me is that the only way I can soar with confidence is if I’m strapped 

to a man.” Despite these challenges, Emily appreciated having one close flying friend who 

made her feel safe. “She is always going to be nice to me,” she said, noting how rare it felt to 

be emotionally supported in the flying world. 

In the second interview, Emily reiterated her sense of isolation from the community. 

“I could not find a place that I wanted to be in the community…” Jules felt similarly 

disconnected from her local community. “There is a lot of cultural pressure to be doing cross-

country… the feeling is kind of like, if you’re not out here doing XC flying, what are you 

even doing?” Emily continued to explain that “there were days when I’d be looking up at the 

sky, and I’m like, those clouds look amazing, but the thought of having to organise that and 

who I’d have to see, and I was like, I just, I don’t want to and so I didn’t fly much… Then I’d 

see someone that I know in the supermarket. They’re like, ‘You haven’t been flying much, 

tell me about it.’ And I’m like, ‘I’m not going to tell you about my feelings in the dairy aisle.” 

By the final interview, Emily had not returned to flying and was unsure if she would. 

However, she had returned to another sport and found herself reconnecting with the feeling of 

being part of a team. “It shows me that I can be in a space with people I don’t relate to, but 

we can still be really kind to each other,” she said. 

Discussion 

In this study, we aimed to map temporal patterns and differentiate recovery from 

ongoing impairment to strengthen the empirical basis for interventions that support adaptive 

responses to adversity in high-risk sport. Participants were grouped into three trajectories: 

Improving, Fluctuating, and Stagnating, which demonstrated the dynamic, non-linear process 

of fear injury. Although there were commonalities in the onset and initial experience of fear 
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injury, how the experience evolved and how participants moved through the experience were 

highly heterogeneous. Interestingly, similar adverse events and similar coping strategies 

produced divergent outcomes, which suggests that recovery from fear injury is not 

determined by the adverse event itself. What differed across trajectories was the temporal 

relationship pilots held with the adverse event. Improving pilots came to bracket the past, 

reinterpreting the event rather than eliminating its memory; fluctuating pilots remained 

tethered to a past that stayed “psychologically sticky,” with prior incidents contaminating 

new ones; and stagnating pilots continued to experience the event as acute, with no 

reinterpretation by the study’s end. This temporal patterning resonates with athlete-centred 

conceptualisations of recovery as an interpretive, meaning-making process rather than an 

externally fixed endpoint (Wilson & Young, 2023), and it demonstrates empirically why a 

return-to-sport decision cannot delimit recovery in this context. Pilots who were flying were 

not necessarily recovered, and pilots who had reduced flying were not necessarily failing to 

recover. The interaction of appraisal, emotion, behaviour, and situational factors that pilots 

described is broadly consistent with the integrated model of psychological response to sport 

injury (Wiese-Bjornstal et al., 1998), but the longitudinal data extend that model by showing 

these processes as iterative and re-lived rather than resolved in a single pass through the 

appraisal cycle. 

Fear injury is distinguished from fear of re-injury, which is an established 

psychological barrier to return to sport (DeMaio et al., 2023; Podlog & Ivarsson, 2025). Fear 

of re-injury describes anticipatory anxiety about the recurrence of a specific bodily injury and 

is typically resolved when confidence in the healed body is restored. Fear injury, as evidenced 

in the present data, is broader and structurally different. It is not necessarily precipitated by a 

personal physical injury, it persists in pilots who are already physically able and often 

actively flying, and it disrupts trust, identity, and social belonging in ways that fear of re-
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injury does not capture. Fear injury was described as an embodied experience, and the body 

was the primary site through which pilots interpreted danger, control, and readiness to fly. 

Pilots described tension, dry mouth, nausea, gagging, and panic-like arousal, and they made 

sense of their capacity to continue flying through what these sensations seemed to 

communicate. Phenomenological approaches to sport emphasise that the athlete’s experience 

is perceived and negotiated through the lived body (Allen‐Collinson, 2009; Hockey & 

Collinson, 2007) since the body is not an object the mind monitors but the medium through 

which the world is encountered (Merleau-Ponty, 2013). The present findings show that this 

embodied perception influenced recovery over time. What differentiated the trajectories was 

the interpretive relationship pilots developed with embodied fear sensations. Improving pilots 

came to read bodily fear as information to be interpreted rather than a reaction to be 

eliminated. Fluctuating pilots attempted the same strategies but applied them inconsistently 

and reported a persistent mind-body disconnect, while stagnating pilots experienced 

embodied fear as overwhelming and intrusive, leading to setbacks when exposed. 

Reinterpretation of embodied fear closely parallels the distinction between positive and 

negative fear described in high-risk sport research (Frühauf et al., 2017) and suggests that 

recovery from fear injury may require an interpretative shift. Pilots who continued flying 

were often technically and physically able yet not psychologically ready (Podlog et al., 2024). 

The alignment of technical capability with felt embodied readiness characterised the 

improving trajectory. 

Fear injury was also experienced as a disruption of identity, and the trajectories were 

differentiated by whether pilots could reconstruct a viable sense of self within the sport. A 

recent systematic review and meta-aggregation of qualitative research identified two 

overarching identity responses following sport injury: athletic identity disruption and athletic 

identity reconstruction (S. Liu et al., 2025). This distinction is useful for interpreting the 
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present findings, as all participants experienced identity disruption but differed in whether 

and how they were able to reconstruct their identity within paragliding after the fear injury. 

Improving pilots intentionally recalibrated their goals away from performance metrics toward 

enjoyment, sustainability, and connection; this was experienced as a self-directed choice 

rather than an imposed loss, and the reconstructed identity led to continued engagement with 

the sport. This pattern aligns with reconstruction processes identified in injury recovery 

research (Chun et al., 2023; S. Liu et al., 2025). In the present study, reconstruction occurred 

while pilots remained in the sport, meaning the new identity had to be negotiated alongside 

ongoing exposure to the activity that had produced the disruption. This may explain why the 

intentional, self-directed quality of the shift was so consistently emphasised by improving 

pilots. Identity among fluctuating pilots remained contested, occupying a liminal space 

between disruption and reconstruction, where a previous performance-oriented identity and 

an emerging, more cautious identity coexisted without resolution. Stagnating pilots remained 

in unresolved identity disruption, reporting reduced self-clarity, loss of felt competence, and 

distress over who they were without the sport, which is consistent with the disruption 

described in qualitative sport injury research (S. Liu et al., 2025). Notably, identity disruption 

occurred even though, for most participants, physical injury was absent, minor, or no longer a 

barrier to participation. Previous research attributed injury-related identity disruption to the 

loss of physical capability and removal from the sport environment (S. Liu et al., 2025). The 

present findings indicate that disruption of the athletic self can be precipitated by adverse 

experiences, extending the identity-disruption literature to forms of impairment that are not 

contingent on a discrete physical injury. 

Changes in how pilots related to equipment, skill, and control indicated another 

domain of disruption, and the present findings locate the reconstruction of perceived control 

across the self–equipment–environment relationship. Appraisal-based accounts of recovery 
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hold that athletes’ emotional and behavioural responses are shaped by how they evaluate the 

adverse event and their perceived capacity to manage its consequences (Wiese-Bjornstal et 

al., 1998). The present findings extend this account in a specific way: for these pilots, 

appraisals of control were distributed across the self–equipment–environment relationship. 

Trust had to be reconstructed in one’s skills and judgement but also in the wing, the 

conditions, and the coupling between them. For improving pilots, modifying equipment and 

investing in training coincided with renewed trust and a reframing of fear as information, 

suggesting that recovery involved rebuilding efficacy in action. For fluctuating pilots, control 

and trust remained fragile and conditional: turbulence, competition, or reserve deployments 

could rupture trust even when pilots responded correctly, so that technical competence did not 

translate into felt competence. This gap between technical and felt competence is the same 

misalignment identified in the psychological-readiness literature, where physical capability 

and psychological preparedness frequently diverge (Ardern et al., 2013; Podlog et al., 2024), 

and it offers a concrete mechanism for why correct technical responses left an unresolved 

emotional aftermath. For stagnating pilots, trust in equipment and skills remained persistently 

disrupted, with pre-flight errors and near-misses cited as evidence of personal fallibility and 

accident-associated wings retaining a symbolic threat that distancing or selling the equipment 

did not resolve. This is consistent with phenomenological accounts of equipment as an 

extension of the embodied self in skilled practice, where the tool is not a separate object but 

part of the perceptual field (Allen-Collinson, 2009). 

The social environment played a critical role in the trajectory of fear injury, aligning 

with the integrated model of psychological response to sport injury, which proposes that 

social support can influence appraisal, emotional response, behavioural engagement, and 

recovery outcomes (Wiese-Bjornstal et al., 1998). Subsequent research suggested moving 

beyond treating social support as a static moderator and conceptualising coping as 
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relationally and culturally embedded (Tamminen & Gaudreau, 2014). The present findings 

support this shift: the social environment did not simply buffer pilots from the consequences 

of fear injury but served as the medium through which interpretation, regulation, and 

reconstruction occurred. The improving trajectory was overwhelmingly associated with 

experiences within the community that were described as accessible, supportive, and actively 

protective. Participants emphasised that openness about fear, positive responses to 

vulnerability, and intentional efforts to remain socially engaged after incidents were crucial to 

recovery. This pattern is consistent with the mechanisms related to benefits following sport 

injury (Wadey et al., 2011), in which self-disclosure to others, mobilisation of one’s social 

support network, and remaining connected to the sporting environment were among the key 

processes through which positive change occurred. The social environment may support 

recovery through enhanced safety, trust, and belonging or undermine recovery through 

intensified pressure and uncertainty. Isolation, difficulty finding emotionally safe spaces, and 

cultural pressures that discouraged honest discussion of fear were also described as 

contributing to the stagnating trajectory. The cultural scripts circulating in the paragliding 

community regarding what a “real” pilot is appear to shape what is possible for individual 

pilots, resonating with the identification of cultural scripts as one of the external resources 

that condition recovery from sport injury (Roy-Davis et al., 2017). Belonging and emotional 

safety can be understood as conditions of recovery rather than optional supports, and notably, 

this held even when pilots were flying less or flying differently. 

Trajectories were differentiated through an interpretative shift. Improving pilots 

moved toward understanding their embodied sensations as information, reconstructed identity 

around joy and sustainability rather than performance metrics, rebuilt trust across the self–

equipment–environment relationship, and remained connected to community in ways that 

allowed open acknowledgement of vulnerability. Fluctuating pilots engaged some of these 
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processes inconsistently or partially, while stagnating pilots remained closer to their starting 

point. This pattern is broadly consistent with the resource-and-mechanism structure of sport 

injury-related growth (Roy-Davis et al., 2017), in which recovery and growth are conditioned 

by interactions between internal resources (personality, coping styles, perceived social 

support, prior experience) and external resources (received social support, physical resources, 

cultural scripts, time), operating through metacognition, positive reappraisal, and facilitative 

responses. The present findings extend this framework into a high-risk sport context, 

including recovery in the absence of a discrete physical injury. The three trajectories also map 

meaningfully onto Carver's (1998) resilience framework, which Study 1 used to 

conceptualise fear injury within survival with impairment. The present longitudinal data 

refine this conceptualisation and demonstrate that survival with impairment is a dynamic 

process, and fear injury represents a lived experience of that process.  

Practical Implications 

Overall, the findings suggest that fear injury constitutes a dynamic disruption across 

embodied experience, appraisal, identity, trust, behaviour, and social belonging. The three 

trajectories add nuance to existing models of psychological response to sport injury (Wiese-

Bjornstal et al., 1998) by showing how similar coping strategies can lead to different 

outcomes depending on how pilots interpret bodily sensations, rebuild trust, renegotiate 

identity, and experience support within the flying community. Accordingly, support for pilots 

experiencing fear injury should focus on helping pilots interpret fear, rebuild trust, and 

reconstruct identity (Chun et al., 2023; S. Liu et al., 2025; Roy-Davis et al., 2017). Some 

pilots may wish to adjust flying style, performance goals, or risk-taking. This may involve 

reconstructing athletic identity around alternative goals, a process recognised in qualitative 

sport injury research as a key mechanism through which athletes adapt to changes in physical 

capability or risk tolerance (Carless & Douglas, 2013; S. Liu et al., 2025). Therefore, 
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alternative forms of participation, such as coastal flying, hike-and-fly, mentoring, social 

involvement, or flying in familiar conditions, should be treated as legitimate rather than as 

lesser versions of participation. The distinction between positive and negative fear may be 

especially important, as pilots need to determine whether fear provides relevant safety 

information or restricts participation in ways that feel disproportionate (Frühauf et al., 2017). 

Recovery support should also address practical aspects of flying, such as equipment choice, 

wing familiarity, skill progression, flight planning, site selection, and weather knowledge. 

Finally, the findings highlight the importance of emotionally safe flying communities. Open 

communication about fear, mistakes, and uncertainty is associated with more adaptive 

engagement and recovery in sport, particularly in performance cultures where vulnerability is 

often suppressed (Hägglund et al., 2019, 2024; Vella et al., 2024). Open conversations about 

fear, vulnerability, and changed confidence may help pilots remain connected to the sport 

while they recover. 

Limitations and Future Research 

This study provided a nuanced longitudinal understanding of how paraglider pilots 

experienced fear injury over time and revealed three trajectories; however, we acknowledge 

several limitations. First, the participants were predominantly from high-income countries in 

the Global North who were predominantly native English speakers; therefore, the results may 

not reflect aspects of fear injury experience influenced by language, culture, or geographical 

context. Future research should investigate how language and context may influence the 

experience or expression of fear injury (Nichter, 2010). Comparing paragliding communities 

across diverse contexts could reveal whether the construct of fear injury is recognised and/or 

how it is experienced. Second, individuals who chose to participate in the research were 

pilots motivated to continue paragliding and comfortable discussing their experiences of fear 

injury with the first author. Therefore, the representation of trajectories captured in the data 
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does not account for those who stopped paragliding, which may represent the succumbing 

(Carver, 1998) trajectory or add nuance to the current results. Likewise, these results do not 

reflect the trajectories of pilots who did not experience a fear injury following adversity, 

which may reflect resilience or growth (Carver, 1998). Future research should further explore 

responses to adversity within paraglider pilots, which may offer new insights into the 

protective and restorative mechanisms of fear injury. 

Conclusion 

This longitudinal interpretative phenomenological analysis explored the dynamic, nonlinear 

nature of fear injury and revealed how paraglider pilots' experience of it changes over time. 

By tracking ten pilots over a six-month period, the study identified three distinct trajectories: 

improving, fluctuating, and stagnating. The findings demonstrated that these trajectories were 

influenced by how pilots made meaning of their adverse experiences and by their engagement 

with their sport and community. In the improving trajectory, recovery was facilitated by a 

shift from performance-driven goals to joy-focused participation, the consistent application of 

fear regulation strategies, and the cultivation of a supportive social environment. In contrast, 

pilots in the fluctuating and stagnating trajectories experienced persistent identity disruption, 

fragmented trust, and a sense of isolation, often becoming caught in cycles of avoidance. The 

findings extend the recovery and growth literature in sport psychology to include high-risk 

sport contexts where psychological impairment is not contingent on a discrete physical injury 

and where a return-to-sport decision does not delimit recovery. They also extend the 

understanding of fear injury by adding temporal and phenomenological texture to its lived 

experience and offer a basis for developing tailored interventions that attend to embodied 

fear, identity reconstruction, and community belonging across the recovery process. 



FEAR OF FLYING  112 

   
 

Transition to Study Three 

Study two revealed how fear injury is experienced over time through three diverging 

trajectories: improving, fluctuating, and stagnating. The results presented several themes 

related to recovery, including rebuilding trust, restoring agency, renegotiating identity, 

managing embodied fear, and remaining connected to supportive social environments. Given 

that fear injury disrupts trust, agency, embodied confidence, identity, and social belonging, it 

was essential to understand which environments might support pilots experiencing fear 

injury. The findings from the previous studies in this thesis pointed towards the importance of 

structured challenge, perceived safety, social support, and opportunities to regain confidence 

through experience. Therefore, wing control training was selected as the context for the third 

study because it offers a real-world setting in which pilots engage with challenges, skill 

development, and peer learning. The aim of study three was to examine how pilots 

experienced this training environment and how it may support confidence, trust, perceived 

control, and social connection to facilitate the recovery process (Podlog et al., 2024; Podlog 

& Eklund, 2007; Wiese-Bjornstal et al., 1998). Focused ethnography was selected as the 

methodological approach to examine a specific context and practical setting, with attention to 

the meanings, interactions, and practices that shaped participants’ experience within that 

environment (Trundle & Phillips, 2023). Study Three, therefore, moved the thesis from lived 

experience toward applied understanding. 
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Chapter Four: A Focused Ethnography Exploring the Influence of Wing Control 

Training with Paraglider Pilots 

Abstract 

Paragliding is a high-risk sport in which pilot error accounts for the majority of accidents, and 

fear injury — impaired emotional, cognitive, and psychosocial functioning following an 

adverse event — has been identified as a barrier to continued participation. Wing control 

training (SIV) is widely advocated within the paragliding community to rebuild skills and 

confidence; however, evidence of its restorative potential for fear injury remains limited. This 

focused ethnography explored how paraglider pilots experienced wing control training and 

whether it offers protective or restorative benefits in relation to fear injury. Ten pilots and one 

instructor participated in a structured training course in Ölüdeniz, Turkey. Data were 

collected through pre- and post-training semi-structured interviews, participant observation, 

and analysed using reflexive thematic analysis. Five key themes were constructed: “I’m 

nervous about getting pushed too hard”, “getting into character”, “this is the first time I felt 

safe; therefore, I could push myself”, “how will the glider behave…and can I handle it”, and 

“you’re really all in it together”. The findings indicated that a facilitative training 

environment balancing challenge and support reduced fear of the unknown, strengthened trust 

in skills and equipment, and increased pilots’ confidence and perceived control. The social 

dimension fostered psychological safety and community connection, supporting emotional 

openness and shared learning. Although no participants reported active fear injury during data 

collection, the findings suggest that wing control training engages mechanisms relevant to 

fear injury prevention and recovery. Future research should empirically evaluate tailored 

wing control interventions for pilots experiencing active fear injury. 
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Chapter Note: The research presented in this chapter was supported by the Scottish Hang-

gliding and Paragliding Federation (SHPF) and funded by the Lanarkshire and Lothian 

Soaring Club (LLSC). The funder had no role in study design, data collection, or analysis. 
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Introduction 

Paragliding is considered a high-risk sport (Wilkes et al., 2022) and will always entail 

unmitigable risks and an element of luck, as pilots fly in an invisible, constantly changing 

medium. Compared to skydiving, the risk of severe injury or death is approximately doubled 

for paragliding (Wilkes et al., 2022). An analysis of more than 96,000 flights reported 1.4 

fatalities and 20 serious injuries per 100,000 flights, which indicated a low per-flight incident 

rate but persistent severe and fatal outcomes (Wilkes et al., 2022). Similarly, a 2023 cross-

sectional analysis from Mount Babadağ in Turkey recorded 44 accidents among 241,420 

flights, including three fatalities, with most non-fatal incidents occurring during take-off or 

landing and most fatal incidents occurring mid-flight (Karakoyun & Golcuk, 2023). A recent 

review in Switzerland noted that glider collapse is responsible for over one-third (36%) of 

fatal paragliding incidents, which commonly involve multiple trauma patterns, including 

combined head, cervical spine, and visceral injuries (Soldati et al., 2022). Glider collapse 

mid-air is associated with pilot error. In a study of 1000 paragliding incidents, almost all 

(99.4%) were attributed to pilot error (Wilkes et al., 2022). Control input errors were most 

frequently reported (n=315, 66%), and 142 reports (30%) included a collapse, 28 (6%) a stall, 

and 27 (6%) a spin. Additional forms of pilot error include launching with a partially inflated 

glider, insufficient preflight checks, misjudging the landing approach, and inadequate 

interpretation of wind or weather conditions, all of which increase susceptibility to 

destabilising canopy events (Schachinger et al., 2020; Soldati et al., 2022; Wilkes et al., 

2022). Collectively, these studies demonstrate that the interaction of pilot skill, decision-

making, and glider control remains the primary pathway through which paragliding accidents 

occur. 

Paraglider pilots can mitigate risk in several ways such as changing what they fly (i.e. 

stepping down to a less advanced glider), being more selective about when they fly (i.e. 
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choosing calm weather conditions), considering where they fly (i.e. selecting coastal sites), 

improving how they fly (i.e. developing skilled wing control), and choosing who they fly 

with (i.e. considering group dynamics) (Karakoyun & Golcuk, 2023; Schachinger et al., 

2020; Soldati et al., 2022; Wilkes et al., 2022). Incident data supports the importance of 

improving wing control and technical skill as central components of risk mitigation 

(Karakoyun & Golcuk, 2023; Schachinger et al., 2020; Soldati et al., 2022; Wilkes et al., 

2022) and provide a compelling rationale for emphasising wing control training in pilots’ 

ongoing skill development and safety practices. Wing control training which is also 

commonly referred to as SIV (French, ‘Simulation d’Incidents en Vol’) (Benedetti, 2025; 

Lobb, 2021) offers a tailored programme in which an instructor talks a pilot through a series 

of manoeuvres via radio to improve glider control skills and decision making. These 

manoeuvres are designed to build and refine the foundational skills of a pilot to control the 

paraglider: pitch, roll, yaw, body position, and the safe use of the full brake range. While not 

every pilot will participate in wing control courses, wing control training is widely perceived 

by the community as a valuable form of continuous pilot development for all paraglider pilots 

(Benedetti, 2025; Lobb, 2021). In particular, wing control training instructors consider it a 

crucial step in ensuring that pilots are well-equipped to handle the dynamic nature of 

paragliding, ultimately leading to a more competent and confident flying community. 

Within the paragliding community, the relevance and usefulness of wing control 

training are widely discussed. Early wing control training courses progressed through a 

structured set of manoeuvres, from basic to more advanced, such as spins and stalls, 

regardless of the pilot’s skill level (personal experience, 2008). Some pilots were unable to 

execute advanced manoeuvres successfully without having first acquired foundational skills. 

Stories of accidents, close calls, and dangerous situations were pervasive in the community, 

leading to fear, misconceptions, and a perceived lack of benefit from wing control training, 
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which, to some extent, persists today within the paragliding community (kacyindasinIansen, 

2026). Some pilots argue that wing control training is an unnecessary risk, that the same 

skills can be developed through consistent self-practice, or admit they are too afraid of the 

manoeuvres (Scales & McClurg, 2024). A well-known paraglider pilot from the United States 

flew for decades before finally deciding to experience wing control training for the first time 

in 2024. Nate Scales discussed his experience and shift in mindset with Gavin McClurg on an 

episode of Cloudbase Mayhem. Ultimately, Scales reportedly benefited from the training and 

advocated that more pilots consider a wing control course. Today the vast majority of 

paraglider pilots believe wing control training is beneficial, if not an essential, component of 

progression (Benedetti, 2025; Lobb, 2021). 

In addition to accident prevention and skill development, wing control training has 

been frequently discussed within the paragliding community and promoted by professional 

paragliders as an important element to consider when seeking to recover from fear injury 

(Benedetti, 2025; Lipko & McClurg, 2023; Lobb, 2021). Fear injury in paraglider pilots 

refers to impaired emotional, cognitive, and psychosocial functioning following an adverse 

event leading to decreased participation and performance (see chapter 2, study 1). Core 

characteristics of fear injury included a collapse of trust in skills, equipment, and decision-

making; a shift from intellectual to experiential knowing of risk; heightened, sometimes 

irrational, fear; pronounced, embodied fear responses; psychosocial disruption; avoidance 

behaviour; and decreased participation and performance. These core characteristics appear to 

align with the anecdotal evidence supporting wing control as an effective intervention for fear 

injury. Pilots experiencing fear injury “lost trust” in their skills and equipment, and the 

paragliding community emphasises that wing control training can help rebuild this trust by 

providing a safe environment to practice emergency manoeuvres and piloting techniques 

(Benedetti, 2025; Lobb, 2021). Similarly, wing control training may improve pilots’ 
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foundational understanding of paragliding, helping build confidence in decision-making and 

expand their ability to mitigate risk. Pilots experiencing fear injury also described various 

forms of psychosocial disruption, which included re-negotiating identity and struggling to 

stay connected to the community, which might be countered by the peer learning and 

community-building aspects of wing control training, fostering social interaction and support 

(Benedetti, 2025; Lobb, 2021). The purpose of this study is to explore how paraglider pilots 

experience wing control training and whether it may offer protective or restorative benefits in 

relation to fear injury. 

Methodology 

Research Design 

Ethnographic research is characterised by an in-depth exploration into the experience 

of participants (Vindrola-Padros, 2021). Ethnographers immerse themselves in a field setting 

and become part of their research participants’ everyday lives. For this study, ethnography 

was well-suited because it allowed the chief investigator to gain a nuanced understanding of 

how participants experienced the wing control training in real time. Specifically, closely 

observing and interacting with the pilots provided an opportunity to capture the subtleties of 

their experiences, emotions, and changes in behaviour. Where traditional ethnographic 

research demands extensive fieldwork, rapid or focused ethnography typically refers to 

fieldwork periods between five days and six months (Trundle & Phillips, 2023; Vindrola-

Padros, 2021). Given the aims of this study and the nature of wing control training, extended 

fieldwork was not necessary; rather, a shorter, focused ethnographic approach was more 

appropriate. Focused ethnography involves short, intensive fieldwork that focuses on specific 

phenomena within a field in which the researcher has pre-existing knowledge of the research 

context (Trundle & Phillips, 2023). 
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Contextualising the Field 

Ölüdeniz is an almost mythical place for paraglider pilots; a kind of Shangri-la. It is 

one of those places that circulates through stories, videos, articles, and pilot conversations 

long before you ever arrive (Wentzel, 2024). The image is already familiar: bright wings over 

blue water, Babadağ mountain rising sharply behind the town, and dozens of paragliders 

descending from the mountain towards the beach. When you arrive, it’s immediately clear; 

paragliding is everywhere. Babadağ Mountain is impressive and gives the place a vertical 

structure. The mountain is approximately 1,900 metres and has several launch sites at 

approximately 1,900 metres, 1,800 metres, 1,700 metres, and 1,200 metres (Wentzel, 2024). 

The 1,700-metre launch is the largest and most frequently used, while the 1,800-metre launch 

is smaller, steeper, and faces the opposite direction. The 1,900-metre launch offers multiple 

take-off directions, and the 1,200-metre launch is useful when clouds, wind, or congestion 

make the higher launches less suitable. From the ground, these launches are not always 

clearly visible. Still, one can always see the constant stream of gliders leaving the mountain, 

spreading over the sea, descending in various configurations, and returning towards the 

beach. 

Pilots land on the promenade next to the beach. Along the promenade, in between the 

restaurants, shops, and tourists, there are tandem offices advertising flights, vans shuttling 

between the town and the mountain, pilots rushing by with harnesses and helmets, and pilots 

packing up their gliders for another run. The landing area is located in the heart of the tourist 

activity rather than away from it. Pilots land just in front of people eating, walking, and 

sunbathing. This closeness often results in moments of chaos. Pilots come in above people 

who are not always watching the sky. Tourists, unaware that they are walking through an 

active landing zone, wander through landing paths, stop to take photos, or scroll through their 

phones. At any given time, several solo paragliders and tandem paragliders may be setting up 
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their final approaches at once, while pedestrians, instructors, beach staff, and spectators move 

through the same area. A misjudged landing approach or an unpredictable move from a 

pedestrian may result in a collision with tragic consequences (Dean, 2024). Because the 

landing area sits directly beside the water, a misjudged landing approach or an evasive 

manoeuvre to avoid a collision may also result in overshooting into the sea, which can be 

fatal since the pilot usually cannot self-rescue. In the context of wing control training, the sea 

is part of the safety system because manoeuvres are practised over water and pilots are 

usually wearing lifejackets. 

Course Structure 

Participants arrive on a Saturday, check into their hotel and familiarise themselves 

with the surroundings. Sunday, the course begins with kit checks, a briefing, and 

introductions to the radio procedures, life jackets, and logistics that will shape the week. If 

time and weather permit, pilots may opt for an orientation flight. The course days are 

structured according to the weather, but follow a predictable rhythm: breakfast in the 

courtyard, a briefing, a shuttle to the cable car, which takes the pilots to launch, pilots fly one-

by-one, everyone reconvenes on the promenade, and the decision is made regarding whether 

or not to go up again. At the end of the day, everyone gathered in the courtyard to debrief, 

review videos of their manoeuvres, eat dinner, and socialise before bed. 

Participants 

Purposive sampling was used because participants needed to meet criteria relevant to 

the research aims: they had to be paraglider pilots enrolled in a wing control training course 

(Etikan, 2016). Ten paraglider pilots (8 male and 2 female) and one instructor participated in 

the study. Participants were pre-selected by the Scottish Hang-gliding and Paragliding 

Federation (SHPF), as was the instructor of the wing control course. The sample included 

pilots who were already enrolled in the SHPF-selected course and were therefore accessible 
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within the study timeframe (Etikan, 2016). All participants were at least 18 years old, had an 

active paraglider pilot license, were fluent English speakers, and were active members of 

SHPF. Experience of past or current fear injury was not a determinant of inclusion due to 

ethical concerns. Participants (excluding the instructor) had a mean of 11 years of paragliding 

experience, ranging from 2 to 30 years. For most participants (n = 7), this was their first wing 

control training session. Half of the participants (n = 5) reported an adverse paragliding 

experience in the pre-training interview, with four pilots reporting decreased performance and 

increased fear following the experience. All four reported that their performance had 

recovered, and increased fear had resolved before the start of data collection. The instructor 

(male) had 20 years of paragliding experience and had been conducting wing control training 

courses for 13 years. 

Positionality 

The positionality considerations relevant to this study are detailed in the General 

Introduction (see Chapter 1). In the ethnographic context, my insider identity was particularly 

consequential. As an active paraglider pilot for over 20 years, I have extensive knowledge of 

the topic and context. I was a researcher attending the training and also a pilot flying 

alongside the participants. The boundary between observer and participant was therefore 

genuinely blurred, consistent with the logic of focused ethnography but requiring deliberate 

management. I documented this dual role in my research journal throughout the course, 

separating field notes from personal reflections on flying to maintain analytic clarity. I did not 

actively participate in the wing control training course or its exercises, nor did I provide any 

input or feedback to the participants. Interactions with participants were limited to informal 

conversations during breaks and non-training times to build rapport and gather contextual 

information. I strived to avoid any actions that might influence the training process or the 

participants’ behaviour (Rongits, 2022). A specific reflexive challenge in this study was the 
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risk of evaluating the training through the lens of my own fear injury history, reading its 

benefits or limitations in terms of what would have helped me rather than what participants 

were experiencing. I explicitly interrogated this risk in my journal, and when my 

interpretation felt personally motivated rather than data-driven, I returned to the transcripts 

and field notes to test it. 

Ethical Considerations 

This study was approved by the University of Portsmouth ethical committee (SHFEC 

2024-07) before the start of data collection. The first author was certified in psychological 

first aid and prioritised a trauma-informed approach (Alessi & Kahn, 2023) to ensure 

participants’ health and well-being. It should be emphasised that participants engaged in 

paragliding and wing control training exercises independent of this research study. Indeed, 

participants enrolled in the wing control training course before consenting to this study. To 

prioritise participants’ well-being, we did not intentionally recruit those with active fear 

injury, as this would have posed an unnecessary and increased ethical risk. 

Data Collection 

All participants completed an introductory semi-structured interview (Creswell & 

Creswell J, 2023) with the first author to establish rapport and collect information about their 

paragliding history, including any active or past fear injuries. The interviews were conducted 

before travelling to the wing control training location and lasted approximately 30 minutes. I 

began by welcoming the participants, allowing them to ask clarifying questions, before 

proceeding to general questions about their paragliding experience. Participants were 

encouraged to elaborate on meaningful experiences, including any challenges. Finally, 

participants were asked to discuss their expectations and goals for the upcoming training. 

After collecting pre-training data, the first author travelled to the field site. During the 

training, the first author was present and observed all aspects of the training, including 



FEAR OF FLYING  123 

   
 

instructional briefings and debriefings, travelling to the take-off, eating together, and residing 

in the same hotel. To maintain focus on the research objectives, the first author did not 

actively participate in the wing control training exercises or provide input or feedback to the 

participants. Interactions with participants were limited to informal conversations during 

breaks and non-training times to build rapport and gather contextual information. The 

researcher strived to maintain a relatively neutral position to minimise the influence on the 

training process or the participants’ behaviour (Rongits, 2022). Potential points of tension 

were managed by maintaining a reflexive journal, in which thoughts, feelings, and 

interpretations were documented and discussed with the entire research team. 

Observations in the field focused on key areas, including participant behaviours, 

interactions with peers and instructors, emotional and physical responses, and any notable 

incidents. Field notes were considered a primary record of the social world (Emerson et al., 

1995) and involved careful selection, attention to detail, and reflexive analysis. The first 

author focused note-taking on interactions and behaviours most relevant to the research aims, 

while balancing objective description and subjective reflection. The format for taking field 

notes is unique to each researcher (Emerson et al., 1995). In this study, the first author kept a 

small physical notebook in a waterproof pouch to capture meaningful or unexpected 

moments. Field notes were taken throughout the training to ensure rich detail. This approach 

ensured that observations and interactions were documented to enhance rigour and 

trustworthiness without influencing or disrupting the training process (Shannon et al., 2023). 

Following the wing control training, participants were invited to another online 

interview to discuss their experience. These interviews were unstructured to allow 

participants to share their thoughts, feelings, and experiences openly. The first author asked 

participants to reflect on the training and specifically to elaborate on how it influenced their 
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paragliding practice. Given that the first author and participants had previously established 

rapport, the interviews were comfortable and lasted approximately 30 minutes. 

In addition to participant interviews and observations, the first author interviewed and 

observed the wing control training instructor to develop a comprehensive understanding of 

the training design, implementation, and perceived effectiveness. The inclusion of the 

training instructor’s insights enhanced the depth of the analysis and results. In the pre-training 

interview, the first author asked the instructor to describe the goals and expectations of the 

training, the specific skills and techniques emphasised, and the psychological aspects of the 

instructor’s approach. More specifically, the first author asked about the common challenges 

participants face and the strategies they use to overcome them. Finally, the instructor was 

asked how progress and improvement would be assessed. In the post-training interview, the 

instructor was asked to describe his experience with the training and to elaborate on the 

participants’ performance. In particular, the instructor was asked to describe observed 

changes and improvements in participants, any unexpected challenges or successes, and the 

overall influence of the training on the participants’ paragliding practice. The first author 

observed the instructors’ interactions with participants and the delivery of training content, 

which provided insights into the training process, social dynamics, and the practical 

application of training techniques. 

Data Analysis 

This research is rooted in ontological relativism; therefore, the research team 

acknowledges that reality is socially constructed and that our analysis is inherently subjective 

(Braun & Clarke, 2021a, 2021b). A relativist ontology and constructivist epistemology 

complement ethnographic research and reflexive thematic analysis, as both require constant 

reflexivity and explore the rich, descriptive detail of the daily lived experience (Braun & 

Clarke, 2021b; Vindrola-Padros, 2021). Following Braun and Clarke’s (2021) reflexive 
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thematic analysis, this study adopted a primarily theory-driven analytic approach. The dataset 

served as the analytic foundation, and the grounded theory developed in previous work (see 

Chapter 2) served as a sensitising framework for interpreting the data. In practice, the 

grounded theory concepts guided the analytical attention, but the first author remained open 

to unanticipated patterns, codes, and themes that challenged their initial theory. Moreover, 

although coding was inductive at the level of code generation, the analysis was theory-driven, 

as the grounded theory of fear injury shaped the research aims, analytic focus, and the 

interpretive lens through which themes were constructed. The analytical lens focused 

attention toward how or if, during the training, participants experienced and made sense of 

adverse events, including experiences of surprise, loss of control, or uncertainty about what 

had occurred; how threat, uncertainty, and control were appraised; how trust in equipment, 

skills, and decision-making was experienced or disrupted; how risk was understood both 

intellectually and through lived, experiential knowing; how fear was experienced (e.g., 

anticipatory, embodied, situational, or related to the unknown); how paragliding identity and 

belonging were negotiated; how peers and instructors shaped meaning, confidence, and 

regulation; how fear influenced engagement, avoidance, performance, and confidence; and 

how fear was regulated. Guided by the grounded theory of fear injury from our previous work 

(study 1 as presented in chapter 2), we focused on how wing control training may influence 

the development of or recovery from fear injury. 

Consistent with a reflexive approach, coding was understood as an active, interpretive 

process shaped by the researcher’s theoretical commitments and analytic engagement with 

the data, rather than as a purely inductive extraction of meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2020, 

2021a). All data, including interview transcripts and field notes, were treated as equal in 

value and analysed chronologically to understand how participants experienced the training. 

The first author completed the first step in the reflexive thematic analysis process by reading 
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and re-reading the transcripts and field notes to ensure familiarity with the data. Next, the 

first author completed initial coding across the entire data set to foreground participants’ 

meaning-making relevant to their experience of the training and highlight sections of data 

relevant to the research aim. The first author then discussed initial reflections and codes with 

the research team. Then the first author developed themes and broader categories from the 

codes. 

Theme development proceeded through an iterative process of construction and 

review across the full dataset. Following initial coding, candidate themes were drafted by 

grouping codes that shared a common focus with the research aims. Each candidate theme 

was then tested against the data: the first author reviewed all coded extracts assigned to that 

theme to assess whether they formed a coherent and meaningful pattern, and whether the 

theme was internally consistent and sufficiently distinct from adjacent themes. Where two 

candidate themes overlapped substantially, such as pre-flight anxiety and in-flight fear 

regulation, these were consolidated where the data did not clearly support the distinction. 

Conversely, where a single theme contained material that was pulling in analytically distinct 

directions, it was split. The grounded theory of fear injury from Study 1 (see chapter 2) 

functioned as a sensitising lens throughout this process: it directed analytic attention toward 

specific dimensions of experience (trust, risk appraisal, embodied fear, psychosocial 

disruption) without determining what would be found in relation to those dimensions within 

the training context. The final set of five themes was discussed with the research team, and 

the first author revised theme definitions and representative extracts in response to feedback 

before the results were written up. To ensure transparency and rigour, the first author 

maintained a reflexive approach by documenting thoughts, decisions, and evolving 

understanding in a journal. Consistent with reflexive thematic analysis, rigour involved 

interrogating how the first author's insider identity and history of fear injury shaped 
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interpretation, returning to the data to question the interpretation, and considering candidate 

themes against the full dataset. 

 

Results 

The results section integrates and synthesises findings from interviews and 

observations conducted during wing control training. To ensure participants’ anonymity, the 

Results section presents the findings in cohesive themes that reflect a typical pilot rather than 

foregrounding individuals. Structuring the results in this way provides rich examples from the 

data to illustrate each theme and discuss how wing control training may influence fear injury, 

while safeguarding participants’ privacy rights. 

The section is organised thematically to explore how the training influenced pilots’ 

perceptions, emotions, and skills. The first theme, I’m nervous about getting pushed too hard, 

addresses pilots’ initial apprehensions and anxieties about the training and flying challenges, 

setting the foundation for understanding their cautious mindset. The second theme, getting 

into character, examines the mental and physical preparation strategies pilots used to manage 

fear and prepare themselves for flight. The third theme, this is the first time I felt safe; 

therefore, I could push myself, highlights the evolving confidence pilots gained through 

structured instruction and social support, illustrating how a safe environment enabled them to 

push their limits. The fourth theme how will the glider behave…and can I handle it, explores 

pilots’ changing understanding of risk and their ability to anticipate and control the glider’s 

behaviour in dynamic situations. Finally, the fifth theme, you’re really all in it together, 

focuses on the importance of social safety and group cohesion in fostering learning, 

resilience, and a supportive community. Together, these themes highlight pilots’ initial 

apprehensions, their mental and physical preparation strategies, the evolving confidence 
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gained through structured instruction and social support, and how the experience reshaped 

their paragliding experience. 

I’m nervous about getting pushed too hard. 

In the first interview, before the wing control training, participants described 

themselves as “cautious” pilots and conceptualised paragliding as “more of a technical sport 

than an adrenaline sport.” A key strategy they used to mitigate risk was to stay within the 

boundaries of what they felt comfortable with and understood. “I’ve got kind of like limits, 

which I kind of set myself, but I’m looking at the conditions. I think if they’re not right, I’m 

not going to fly.” Despite the group’s range of experience, pilots consistently expressed a 

desire to improve their skills and understanding to reduce risk. “I’ve always concentrated a 

lot on the safety side of it.” This desire to increase safety by expanding their knowledge and 

skills motivated pilots to attend the wing control training. However, pilots expressed some 

hesitation about flying at an unfamiliar site, especially regarding take-off and landing. “I’m 

quite anxious on the way up to take-off. Pretty much every take-off…but on the way up to, 

like, a new take-off especially, I’m always a bit kind of nervous.” Feeling nervous before a 

flight was common, even when flying from a known site. “I don’t think I’ve ever gotten to 

launch without some kind of trepidation or anxiety.” Similarly, pilots described taking extra 

precautions regarding landing. “The thing with paragliding is you’re forced to land; you don’t 

have a choice. What I do is find the biggest field I can. Don’t take any chances or anything, 

and give myself plenty of time. It’s not a last-minute landing. It’s like, commit to landing a bit 

earlier. Line up. I find that tends to keep me safer.” 

Pilots expressed nervousness about how the course would unfold. They were 

accustomed to flying within their comfort zone and worried that the instructor might “push” 

them into manoeuvres (like spins or stalls) before they were ready. When I asked the 

instructor to describe the structure and objectives of the course, he explained that it is critical 
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to evaluate each pilot individually to understand their knowledge and ability to execute basic 

skills. First, he said, “I take everyone to Ground Zero to just make sure that we have all the 

basics.” Basic manoeuvres include mastering techniques through all phases of flight in a 

variety of weather conditions. The instructor described how, regardless of how pilots 

presented themselves, he needed to observe them executing basic skills to evaluate them 

properly on day one. “They have a lot of shiny gear, they look the part, and it can be quite 

easy sometimes to be fooled or have an expectation of how good a pilot is, or what a pilot’s 

like by the gear they turn up with.” He went on to explain that over the 13 years he has been 

teaching these courses, he has seen countless pilots with several years of experience, 

advanced gliders, and yet lacking basic knowledge or skills. “You can’t take anything for 

granted, and you can’t assume just because of the way a pilot talks, the impression they give 

you, that actually they are ticking all the boxes from, you know, from ground zero.” 

Therefore, he explained, it is essential to ensure everyone has the foundational skills to build 

on moving forward. Notably the instructor added, “most of them do need a little bit of 

pushing.” He went on to explain, 

If they were really scared of it, they wouldn’t have got on the plane and come here. If 

they were really scared of it; they wouldn’t have gone up in the bus, they wouldn’t 

have turned up on launch, and they wouldn’t be over the box. So, although they’re 

very nervous and very scared of it, if they turn up over the box, above my boat, then, 

although they’re very scared of it, they’re still willing to get it done. 

However, he clarified that he progresses pilots slowly. “It’s just making sure that we don’t put 

them in a silly position. We don’t put them in a situation where there’s too much too soon.” 

His approach was tailored to meet pilots where they were, rather than expect pilots to arrive 

with certain skills or knowledge. Pilots seemed to approach the course with similar open-

ended expectations. “I just want to improve my skills. That’s the reason I’m going there to 
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see my ability, to see what I can improve.” Although the group varied in experience and skill 

level, the pilots expressed a desire to revisit and refine basic skills, such as the common 

descent technique known as “big ears.” Big ears are usually taught to beginner pilots and are 

considered a relatively safe and stable way to lose height if executed properly. However, there 

was some confusion and hesitation regarding this technique. “I’d be slightly nervous about 

putting on big ears, just because I know they’re fine, but… just deforming the glider.” 

*** 

On the first day of the course, everyone gathered in the outdoor courtyard of the hotel 

next to the swimming pool for a briefing. The instructor started the week by asking everyone 

how they felt and what these three letters (SIV) bring up for them. The instructor was 

outgoing and created a friendly atmosphere, but the participants were stiff and quiet. When he 

asked how many were nervous, everyone raised their hands. After that, people relaxed in their 

chairs and chatted more openly. Pilots were relieved to learn they would not fly on the first 

day but would instead devote the time to a “kit check.” This is where all participants have 

their gear inspected by the wing control training team for proper function and fit. The 

instructor explained that “we go through the kit check, because it’s all about confidence, and 

confidence is a really fragile thing, and we need confidence from the start.” The morning was 

relaxed but productive. Everyone had something to adjust or tweak, from tightening leg 

straps to adjusting speed bar lengths. Afterwards, everyone remarked on how informative and 

helpful the session had been. 

Do you know when he did that thing at the start with them checking all the 

equipment, it was, it was so weird when he started saying, right, we’re just doing this 

this morning. I mean, I was so surprised, but inadvertently, it gave me so much 

confidence. And it was, it was about confidence, even in just all the basics, he’s an 
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absolute expert. Any small question, big question, he was able to answer, which 

inspired a lot of confidence in him and the team and in our equipment. 

Getting into Character 

All participants in the group were enthusiastic and active paraglider pilots. Notably, 

they did not identify themselves as fearless. 

I’ve always been shit scared of doing this sort of thing. I’m not one of those fearless 

people, but I enjoy the challenge. I have done stupid things since I can remember, as 

long as I can remember, but I’ve always been frightened of doing them. 

Pilots used strategies such as self-talk and visualisation to manage pre-flight fear and get 

“into character” before each flight. 

I just try and imagine myself doing well…when I’m anxious, I tend to talk myself 

down...I’m very aware of that, and I catch myself out, and then I just tell myself, No, 

you’ve got this, you’ve got this…I tell myself that I am capable, I am competent, and 

I just have to trust in my ability. But that comes from previous experiences. 

At the beginning of the training, pilots noted how they used deliberate strategies to mentally 

prepare before the flight. However, over the course of the week, their experience changed, 

and the mental preparation became easier. “I really struggled to get into character…I really 

sort of struggled to find the flow. But honestly, that’s part of the journey. I think it took me 

four days to really start to get into the flow.” 

On the first flying day of the course, participants were visibly tense as they travelled 

up the windy road to the take-off in a van. The instructor laughed as he said everyone looked 

like they were “being lined up for execution.” Before the course, the instructor explained to 

me that part of his role was to manage the pilots’ expectations and internal pressure. Pilots 

often think “they’re supposed to be bulletproof…they’re not supposed to make any 

mistakes…and it’s a lot of pressure you’d have to deal with, so it’s kind of trying to pop that 
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balloon and just let the pressure out.” On the take-off, that pressure was evident; I noticed the 

pilots were quieter, concentrated on their internal worlds, and focused on meticulous 

preparation of their equipment. All pilots feel pre-flight anxiety. “I don’t think I’ve ever 

gotten to launch without some kind of trepidation or anxiety.” The atmosphere was buzzing 

with commercial tandem pilots, holidaying pilots, and other SIV groups. The participants 

struggled to find space to prepare amongst the crowd of pilots and spectators. 

For the participants, the number of people on launch was surprising and unfamiliar. 

“If I’m at a new site, if there’s all these new factors at play, then I do get a bit nervous, and 

that affects my ability to perform.” A crowded launch meant participants would need to wait 

for their turn to take-off. When it came time to launch, they would also contend with 

additional performance pressure since other pilots were waiting for their turn and potentially 

judging the launches ahead of them. “You see everybody mingling, and you can see it comes 

up to somebody’s turn, one person in particular turn, you would see that they just switch off, 

like, they went to their own we world.” Participants mentioned noticing the tension amongst 

the group even before it was time to take-off. “I could see a lot of people just getting in their 

heads, you know, it was a lot of nerves.” Mental preparation and pre-flight checks were an 

essential component of the pilot’s process. “I focus on just me and the wing…. I get into the 

zone… I just shut everything else out. I think I’ve got a good routine.” 

In addition to mental preparation, getting into character also included physical 

preparation, such as checking equipment before the flight. However, the physical preparation 

began long before take-off. Pilots were thoughtful about getting adequate sleep the night 

before and staying hydrated. For some, this was essential to feeling physically fit and fending 

off airsickness during the flight. “If I’ve had a poor car journey, or I’m tired or whatever, or a 

bit dehydrated, the air sickness can kick in at that point. I’m so dizzy, I’ve no idea whether 

I’m upside down sideways, I don’t feel I’m in control.” Pilots noted that physical activity 
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before take-off was beneficial. “If I can get even sort of half an hour hike to launch that 

would make a big difference to settling the nerves before I fly.” Hiking required exertion and 

helped manage the physical tension that built up before take-off. 

As the participants prepared, they observed several other solo and tandem paragliders 

take-off. Everyone turned to watch as a tandem passenger “stuck her feet out in front of her, 

like, breaks, like, Fred Flintstone,” and the tandem pilots had to abort the launch. Later, a solo 

paraglider pilot lost control, crashed on the launch, and was taken to the hospital by 

ambulance. Participants who were still preparing for launch commented that maintaining 

their motivation and performance-oriented mindset was difficult after watching another pilot 

get injured. Notably, this was the first of several adverse incidents the group would witness 

over the coming week; fortunately, none involved the participants, and there were no serious 

injuries. 

After landing, the pilot’s demeanour changed, as if the “balloon popped” and all the 

pressure had come flooding out. Pilots were eager to share their experiences and excitedly 

described their flights to each other. Post-flight, the quiet nervousness and hesitation gave 

way to joy and a sense of accomplishment. Over the course of the week, the cycle continued. 

The tension on launch was ever-present yet diminished as they progressed through the 

training. As pilots gained confidence and became familiar with the context and routine, they 

were able to execute advanced skills and manoeuvres. 

After the training, the pilots strived to maintain the mindset they had cultivated over 

the week. They were worried about returning to an “old mental sort of routine, which is quite 

a lot of cautiousness and weariness” since “you’ve got to be the boss of the wing when you’re 

taking off and pretty confident with controls that. So that’s the that’s the worry.” In the post-

training interviews, pilots described using strategies they learned to manage fear and get into 

character. “If I’m like, super focused on one particular thing, it’s trying to just open up, open 
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up your attention to other things and not just be tunnel visioned on something you’re maybe 

worried about.” This ability to broaden their perspective helped pilots take in all relevant 

information while remaining focused on the task at hand. Similarly, the instructor noted that 

after a successful course, he and his team needed to carry forward their successful strategies 

to the next group to avoid becoming complacent. “We’ve got to reset our mindset and start to, 

you know, start from fresh back to square one.” 

This is the first time I felt safe; therefore, I could push myself. 

During the pre-interviews, pilots were apprehensive about being compelled to do 

something beyond their comfort level. There are numerous wing control training programs 

offered globally, and pilots often discuss their experiences with these programs within the 

community and on online forums. It is understood by the community that each training is 

different depending on the geographic location (flying conditions, weather consistency, salt or 

fresh water) and the instructor (skills, language, reputation). Pilots who had previously 

completed an SIV in another location with another instructor had mixed experiences. Those 

with positive past experiences looked forward to learning from a new instructor who could 

offer fresh insight. Those who had negative experiences or who had heard about negative 

experiences from others in the community were apprehensive about how the instructor would 

approach the training. 

The pilots were not concerned about the weather, water, or flying conditions; 

however, they were concerned about the quality of instruction. “I’ve been in a situation where 

we had really, really poor instruction.” Participants preferred to join a course where the 

instructor was known to promote a positive learning atmosphere and be generally friendly. 

Overall, the pilots reported the training was well organised, and the entire team were 

“enthusiastic, knowledgeable, and experienced.” This was especially evident in the decisions 

the team made regarding when to fly or when to cancel the day. “Some of the decisions they 
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made, like, we’re not flying today because the weather’s not right, or we’re not flying this 

afternoon because there’s going to be a squall coming in…I can think of another instructor 

who would have just said, fly, you know.” These decisions helped build trust within the team 

and reduce fear and anxiety among participants. “Amongst everything else, what I respect the 

most is that they prioritised the safety of the people there, right?” The feeling of being looked 

after persisted throughout the flight. For example, although the participants were licensed 

pilots, a team member was present on take-off to assist with the launch order and ensure safe 

launches. “Every now and then, he spots something messed up and just fixes it. That was 

really helpful. On a very busy launch site with lots of, let’s face it, uncaring commercial 

tandem pilots, we need some of that.” 

On reflection, pilots described how the training environment allowed them to 

experiment and acquire skills they would not have dared attempt on their own. “I was very 

nervous all of it, and I didn’t really have, I did have expectations, but they were very basic. I 

think if you look back at the interview, I also want to do big ears or speed bar, or get 

confident at doing very, very basic manoeuvres.” Pilots felt nervous before the training and 

therefore had low expectations of themselves, aiming to practice familiar skills. However, 

they surprised themselves. “The biggest takeaway, for me, is being able to handle, in a 

controlled environment, those dynamic situations that wouldn’t normally have put myself 

into.” Pushing themselves at a pace that felt comfortable with an instructor they trusted 

helped them exceed their expectations. 

Participants explained that “the SIV course environment is as safe as you can possibly 

make it.” For example, “when you’re flying cross country, you’re flying over rocks and 

power lines. You don’t even know where you’re going to land. At the end of the day, you 

could be going down the trees.” In comparison, participants considered the SIV safer since 

“you’re flying out over the sea, you know your reserve and everything’s set up correctly, 
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you’ve got an instructor keeping an eye on you, and if you do go in the sea, within seconds 

you’ve got a soft landing and a boat to rescue you.” The course’s structure created a safety 

net that allowed pilots to feel comfortable pushing their boundaries. 

When discussing their experiences and decision-making before the SIV, pilots noted 

that they are now better equipped to handle certain situations or potentially adverse 

experiences. For example, before the training, a pilot described a scenario in which they 

exited a thermal lower than they would now, because they were not comfortable performing 

descent techniques such as a spiral dive. “I got into two massive wild climbs…insane, and I 

moved away from it, but if I’d been armed with the ability to spiral dive, I would have just 

stayed in it. They weren’t harmful clouds…But I just erred on the side of caution, because I 

didn’t really have the tools to sucked into a cloud like that.” All pilots felt they had expanded 

their skill set by learning new manoeuvres and improving their basic techniques. “It was the 

first time that I felt like I was in control, like not all of my runs were textbook perfect. But 

that’s good, because any sort of deviation, or any sort of collapse or any sort of mistake, I 

corrected it. That heightened my confidence, because I know I can control the wing. I know I 

can.” 

During the course, the instructor monitored how pilots reacted technically and 

psychologically to each manoeuvre, which helped him determine how to progress the pilot 

through the course. The instructor remained flexible and attentive throughout. He noticed if a 

pilot was aggressive or timid in their responses and adjusted his feedback accordingly. After 

the course, the instructor described how one pilot surprised him by being “very sensitive on 

the brakes” despite being physically strong. “I had a preconception of what I thought he 

might be, and he wasn’t. He proved me wrong, which was wonderful.” Another pilot he 

noticed was “very nervous and a bit scared of the glider” at the beginning of the course. The 

instructor was careful not to put this pilot in a situation he would not be able to control since 
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“his pitch control timing was way out to a point where it could be dangerous.” By the end of 

the course, the pilot “improved massively”, and both the instructor and pilot noted how the 

course ensured he would be a safer pilot going forward. 

During the course, the instructor was conscious that he could “push some people a 

little bit harder”, but he was careful not to push “the more nervous ones.” He explained that 

the goal of the course is to help build confidence and skills. “We don’t want to scare people. 

People are going to be in certain situations, but we don’t want them going home more afraid 

of paragliding.” The training provided a place to learn and hone skills despite feeling some 

tolerable discomfort. Participants felt reassured by the instructor’s input, which continuously 

increased confidence. After the wing control training, participants felt more open to flying in 

a broader range of conditions because they had acquired the skills to mitigate risk and 

maintain control of the glider. 

How will the glider behave…and can I handle it? 

The first theme described how pilots were afraid of being pushed too far during wing 

control training. The results of this study revealed that the root of this fear was of the 

unknown. Pilots were not sure how the glider would behave and equally unsure of how they 

would react, “I have fear. I started thinking, what’s going to happen, what it’s gonna be, my 

reaction, all those things.” Part of the fear dissipated because paragliders undergo safety 

testing before they are released to the public. The testing helps inform pilots which glider 

they may be able to fly and how it may behave under certain circumstances. However, these 

safety ratings are produced by highly skilled test pilots in relatively controlled circumstances. 

Therefore, there is still a high level of uncertainty. “I know it’s been through EN rating and 

all that, but then to actually see how it performs for real, it’s quite surprising, how dynamic it 

is when it does go wrong.” Unexpected situations are harder to manage and “could be pretty 

unpleasant”, which contributed to participants’ feelings of unease going into the week. 
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Although pilots felt reassured that the “wing had been tested,” they were less sure about 

themselves. “I’ve never been tested, where is my level on this wing? Do I have the skills to 

control it?” Accordingly, pilots aimed to understand the “limits of the equipment” and 

understand if they would do the right thing in various situations, such as a tight spiral dive or 

asymmetric collapse. The goal was to “get that experience into me so I can then take it 

forward in my everyday flying.” Pilots had a desire to discover what they were capable of 

and to master skills. “Quite frankly, until you can kind of master the wing, you are essentially 

a passenger with a limited skill set.” Feeling like a passenger on the wing expressed how 

pilots felt out of control and unable to pilot the paraglider in all situations. 

“Paragliders are quite simple machines”, the instructor explained, “they can only 

move in so many different directions.” The key to flying a paraglider safely, according to the 

instructor, is “the action and reaction of the way they move.” Once a pilot masters this basic 

knowledge, they can anticipate how the glider will behave and “do the right thing at the right 

time.” Participants agreed with this sentiment to an extent. “Paragliders are very easy to fly. 

They’re very difficult to master.” In calm conditions, pilots were confident they could control 

any glider. “You know, let’s face it, you could push a sack of potatoes off a hill on a 

competition glider, and as long as the air is okay, it’ll just land fine” However, they were not 

confident in consistently controlling the glider in turbulent conditions. “…that’s why we do 

SIV, because we know that you don’t always get those calm conditions, and the glider can do 

other shit.” For many of them, it was impossible to be confident in their ability to handle 

extreme turbulence or significant collapses, since they had not experienced such situations 

while flying outside the training context. It was common that pilots had only experienced “a 

slight tuck” which is relatively benign and controllable. As such, before the course, 

participants expressed hesitation about their lack of understanding regarding how the glider 

would behave during initiated manoeuvrers and, consequently, how they would respond to 



FEAR OF FLYING  139 

   
 

the situation. The instructor recognised the lack of knowledge as a risk. “I’ve seen quite a few 

accidents where people have just mismanaged quite simple manoeuvres.” Fear of the 

unknown, he explained, is what prevents pilots from learning the skills needed to fly safely. 

“They’ve built up this chronic fear of doing the basic things, being really scared to put on full 

speed bar.” However, he expressed some frustration since many pilots fly high-end 

equipment whilst lacking these basic skills. “What’s the point in buying a Ferrari if you’re not 

prepared to use the full speed range, you know?” 

After the training, participants described what they learned, how the fear of the 

unknown dissipated, and how they would apply this knowledge to their flying practice. “I 

think I’m confident that I could get out of things now…it’s going to make me embrace that 

sort of being really high and exposed more.” Participants were previously hesitant to fly too 

high or “anywhere near clouds”; however, the training increased their “range” of what they 

felt comfortable doing and “enjoyment of flying.” Participants no longer perceived height as 

dangerous. In contrast, they now appreciated that height provided additional time and space 

to manage an issue should one arise. Fear of heights can be counterintuitive in paragliding. 

Of course, the higher you are, the further you fall and the more likely you are to be hurt. 

However, paragliders need height to recover from deflations, especially if the deflation is 

mismanaged and becomes a cascade of issues. “It gives you your margin, gives you your 

space. So, it’s kind of embracing the height…I think that’s changed for me, because I’m now 

thinking differently about that. I’m thinking about that I need height in case things go wrong. 

Additionally, pilots described how executing specific manoeuvres helped build 

confidence. “Now I know how it feels, for the manoeuvres I actually tried, at least I know 

how they feel and how to recover them.” In addition to their confidence in their skills, 

participants also experienced increased confidence in the equipment. “I know more likely be 

able to sort it out. I know how it behaves in those scenarios. I do know the wing still flies 
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when most of its gone, so my confidence in the kit probably through the roof”. Pilots who felt 

comfortable on their glider before the SIV, still found the training “enforced, reinforced that” 

confidence. 

One of the training techniques used throughout the week was an in-depth personal de-

brief with the instructor. The team had a dedicated camera operator who filmed all 

participants flights. At the end of each training day the instructor would sit at the bar in the 

hotel courtyard and meticulously review the footage of each participant’s flights. Although 

the training is conducted in a group setting, each pilot receives one-to-one coaching during 

their flight on the radio and again during the de-brief. This structured learning was essential 

for pilots to improve. For example, one pilot noted they “made a lot of stupid mistakes in the 

first half of the week.” As the pilot discussed his technique with the instructor he would 

“swear blind” he was executing the manoeuvrer correctly. However, after watching himself 

on camera he realized he was “massively over controlling” the glider. After this discovery, he 

was immediately able to remedy the problem and execute the skill successfully. After 

watching videos of themselves and gaining a better understanding of how the paraglider 

reacts, pilots fear of the unknown decreased. “I used to be a bit frightened at looking at what 

goes wrong videos, so I never looked at them. Now I can look at what a glider going wrong 

and see what went wrong with the pilot’s input, and I don’t look at them as scary anymore.” 

This knowledge was empowering for pilots. Understanding why the glider behaves in a 

specific way helped pilots anticipate how the glider would behave in the future. “You know 

your glider isn’t going to randomly do strange things, wrap you in a in a bow without you 

really forcing it to do that.” Participants confidence continued after the training. “I’ve been 

feeling quite confident recently with the flying… you know you’re welcoming bumps, and 

you want things to be happening in the air!” Although the increased confidence was 

celebrated by the team and the participants the instructor pointed out that “it’s a very thin line 
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between confidence and overconfidence. So as much as I like to try and give confidence, I’m 

very careful not to make them overconfident, you know, because it can be a risky sport.” 

You’re really all in it together 

Feeling confident in the instructors’ skills created a safe space to expand pilots’ skill 

set. Social safety was an essential component to facilitating a successful training 

environment. Pilots noted that prior social dynamics within the paragliding community did 

not foster shared learning or safety, especially for new pilots. “It’s a very weird sport. You’re 

kind of over overloaded with training for the first 10 days, and then there’s nothing. You’re 

very on your own.” After the initial training, pilots may face challenges integrating into the 

local flying community. “At the very start, it felt like everyone was sort of keeping in their 

own little cliques and stuff.” Over time, the experience changed significantly, and the pilot 

felt welcomed and supported by the community, which was quite important. While reflecting 

on the importance of the community, the pilot wondered if some people quit the sport due to 

lack of social connection. 

Many participants had been on previous wing control training courses or guided 

paragliding tours, yet the social connection was consistently described as uniquely close 

within this particular group. “This is the first time, or the first trip away, that I felt super 

confident, and I think that’s to do with having great instructors and also a great team of 

people as well that are supporting you and helping you and giving you encouragement and 

motivation.” Participants were struck by how friendly and welcoming the team and instructor 

were. “I thought the coaching, I mean, the guys in general, like just fantastic. I mean, they 

were all very helpful, very nice, very approachable.” This was especially important when 

pilots received coaching in-air over the radio. Most pilots were nervous and trying new skills, 

so it is essential to have a clear, calm voice over the radio. Participants described the 

instructor as having “great energy” over the radio. “He’s got this sort of aura around him…I 
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can’t really explain what is. He’s just happy, yeah, I think the way he puts things across, it 

makes you feel better about yourself.” Having a positive rapport with the instructor created 

an atmosphere where participants could learn and increase their feelings of confidence. This 

also increased their trust in the instructor and willingness to push themselves. “I think, to be 

quite honest, if there was anybody on the other end of the radio when shit was hitting the fan, 

I’d like it to be him.” 

The sense of social safety was present among the participants as well. “Everybody 

was there to do the same thing and kind of encouraging everyone to be the best version of 

themselves.” After the course, participants reflected on how they bonded during the week and 

planned to stay in contact with one another. “It was almost like brotherhood, or whatever the 

fuck you would call it. I don’t know. Just like, everybody’s quite close now.” Group cohesion 

was evident in the day-to-day events of the week, as everyone spent their free time together. 

For some participants, discussing emotions regarding paragliding was challenging. 

“I’m not honest with people about how I’m feeling. I give everyone is sort of a nice, bright, 

breezy sort of Persona, and inside I’m likely just going, Oh, Holy fuck.” Over the course of 

the week, he gave himself permission to be honest and authentic about his emotions. 

One of the things that I found very inspiring is that the instructor was just absolutely 

open, and he can read you like a book…I met a group of people who are absolutely honest, 

you know, with each other and with themselves and with me, and I found that gave me 

permission to start saying, I’m really fucking scared about doing this, or, you know, I just 

keep getting this wrong. It was lovely. It’s very humbling. That was one of the most positive 

things…you know, just going out and having very honest conversations about how you’re 

feeling about flying. 

Opening up to the instructor and to the group facilitated an opportunity to receive 

support and advice, which consequently increased his learning and progression. Open and 
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honest conversation was modelled from the top down – from the instructor to the team and 

then to the participants. This was noted and appreciated by the pilots since “there’s a lot of 

bro type behaviour” in the paragliding community that can prevent open discussion or 

sharing of emotions. Another benefit the group noted was the opportunity for shared learning. 

In addition to watching each other fly, they also watched each other’s videos and listened to 

the instructors’ debrief. This added another layer of learning and increased bonding in the 

group. “Watching other people’s videos that wasn’t planned or anything. But I loved that, and 

I was almost like, learning more or different things from theirs.” 

Discussion 

In this study, we explored how wing control training was experienced by paraglider 

pilots and whether it may offer protective or restorative benefits in relation to fear injury. The 

results demonstrated that pilots initially approached the course with caution, uncertainty, and 

concern about being pushed beyond their limits. Pilots were particularly hesitant about the 

unknown behaviour of the glider and their capacity to respond appropriately. The results 

suggest that a structured, individualised, and socially supportive training environment helped 

reduce fear of the unknown, strengthen trust in both equipment and personal skill, and 

increase participants’ sense of control, confidence, and readiness to manage demanding 

situations. The findings also indicate that the benefits of the training were also psychosocial, 

as pilots described feeling safer, more open, and more connected to the community. 

Importantly, none of the participants reported active fear injury at the time of data collection, 

so the discussion that follows focuses on whether the training engages mechanisms relevant 

to fear injury, rather than on whether it constitutes an effective intervention or prevention. 

Theme one (“I’m nervous about getting pushed too hard”) captured the cautious 

mindset pilots brought into the training. Participants described themselves as safety-oriented 

and generally reluctant to exceed the limits of what they already understood. Theme three 
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(“This is the first time I felt safe; therefore, I could push myself”) shows how these initial 

concerns shifted once the training environment was experienced as structured, supportive, 

and safety-focused. Together, these themes are discussed in relation to the balance between 

challenge and support and to the creation of a facilitative training environment, as described 

in sport psychology research on resilience development (Sarkar & Page, 2022). The 

challenge–support matrix characterises performance environments within different 

combinations of challenge and support, including “stagnant” (low challenge, low support), 

“comfortable” (low challenge, high support), “unrelenting” (high challenge, low support) and 

“facilitative” (high challenge, high support) (p. 6). Optimal development occurs in a 

facilitative environment, where individuals improve their capabilities while feeling 

psychologically and structurally supported. Within this framework, high challenge involves 

exposing athletes to demanding learning situations that stretch their current capabilities, while 

high support encompasses tangible resources, expert guidance, and a relational environment 

that affirms the athlete (Sarkar & Page, 2022). The results from this study demonstrated that 

the wing control training created a facilitative environment. Pilots were exposed to 

technically demanding manoeuvres, but this occurred within a carefully structured system 

that included expert instruction, safety procedures, and progressive learning. The deliberate 

first-day kit check, the over-water training context, rescue boat, and the individualised pacing 

of progression all functioned as scaffolding that made high challenge tolerable. 

From a clinical perspective, Exposure Therapy (Gustafsson et al., 2017) aligns with 

the principles of the Challenge-Support Matrix (CSM) (Sarkar & Page, 2022). Exposure is an 

evidence-based therapy commonly used to treat anxiety disorders and phobias through the 

deliberate and repeated introduction of a feared stimulus (high-challenge) in a physically safe 

environment guided by a trained professional (high-support) (Gustafsson et al., 2017). The 

principles of exposure have been increasingly translated into rehabilitation and performance 
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sports contexts. In rock climbing, a psychological training intervention that combines 

emotion regulation strategies with progressive exposure to feared scenarios has been shown 

to reduce anxiety and improve performance among climbers who identify fear of falling as a 

barrier (Garrido-Palomino & España-Romero, 2023). In sport injury rehabilitation, graded 

exposure has been used as a return-to-sport training framework to systematically and 

hierarchically re-expose athletes to feared movements or situations, with the aim of 

rebuilding trust in the body and reducing avoidance (Meierbachtol et al., 2020). In the context 

of high-risk and adventure sports, sport-specific skill rehearsal under expert guidance has 

been identified as a central mechanism for athletes to safely return to participation after 

adverse events (Lee & Mei-Dan, 2025). These sport-specific applications demonstrate that 

exposure principles can be productively applied to skill-based, high-risk sports in which the 

feared stimulus is intrinsic to the activity. The wing control training context may have 

functioned as an informal graded-exposure intervention, with its progression from basic pitch 

and roll inputs to asymmetric collapses and spirals mirroring the hierarchical principle 

underpinning graded exposure in sport rehabilitation and climbing contexts (Garrido-

Palomino & España-Romero, 2023; Meierbachtol et al., 2020). 

The high-support dimension of the training environment can be further specified by 

drawing on the 3+1Cs Model of Relationship Quality (Jowett, 2025), which conceptualises 

effective coach–athlete relationships in terms of four interrelated constructs. According to 

this model, a successful coach–athlete relationship is characterised by closeness, 

commitment, complementarity, and co-orientation. Closeness refers to the affective tone of 

the relationship and I observed and interpreted this in this study through mutual respect and 

positive interactions throughout the week. Commitment describes the willingness of the 

coach and athletes to continue the relationship and navigate challenges together; despite the 

brief nature of the relationship, commitment was demonstrated in this study through 
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adherence to daily schedules and active engagement from all involved. Complementarity 

refers to the coach’s and athlete’s ability to cooperate and recognise each other’s needs. Pilots 

initially worried about being “pushed too hard,” but the instructor quickly established a 

collaborative relationship which benefited participants. Finally, co-orientation typically 

occurs after spending long periods of time working together. In this study, the instructor 

facilitated co-orientation by dedicating the first sessions to inspecting equipment, executing 

basic manoeuvres, and intensely observing the pilots’ flying behaviour. The facilitative 

environment and the high quality of the instructor-pilot relationship are particularly 

interesting to consider in relation to the pervasive loss of trust in skills and equipment 

described in the grounded theory of fear injury (see Study 1, Chapter 2). Loss of trust led to 

heightened caution, avoidance of demanding situations, and uncertainty about the ability to 

respond effectively. In the wing control training, participants attempted demanding 

manoeuvres in a supported environment, which appeared to strengthen confidence in personal 

capability and equipment. The structure of this rebuilding mirrors the sport injury recovery 

literature, where working on individual skills under expert guidance is one of the mechanisms 

through which athletes rebuild competence and confidence following injury (Wadey et al., 

2011). Therefore, wing control training may develop technical competence and function as an 

intervention or prevention for some elements of fear injury, such as uncertainty, loss of trust, 

and reduced perceived control. 

“Getting into Character” described the psychological preparation pilots engaged in 

and how this preparation evolved over the course of the training. Participants described 

deliberate strategies such as self-talk, visualisation, and exercise to manage pre-flight anxiety 

and prepare themselves for flight. Athletes commonly use self-talk, imagery, and 

pre-performance routines to increase confidence, emotional regulation, and readiness 

(Cotterill, 2010; Hidayat et al., 2023; Isar et al., 2022; Orbach & Blumenstein, 2022). 
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Motivational self-talk has been shown to increase self-confidence and reduce cognitive 

anxiety in athletes (Hatzigeorgiadis et al., 2011), and self-confidence, in turn, is linked to 

better sport performance (Lochbaum, Sherburn, et al., 2022). Pilots gravitated toward 

motivational self-talk at launch, suggesting they experienced the moment primarily as an 

opportunity for emotion regulation and confidence management. Self-talk may also operate 

as a dialogic process that helps athletes gradually align internal narratives with their 

performance identity (Tovares, 2010). Athletic identity is continuously developed, revised, 

maintained, repaired, and strengthened, particularly during challenging or significant 

experiences (Chun et al., 2023). Athletes engage in multiple forms of identity work, including 

self-reflection and sense-making, narrative work, and behavioural work through routines and 

actions. Over time, a stable athletic identity is constructed as routines become embodied, and 

self-regulation strengthens. The process of “getting into character” reflects the process of 

athletic identity development. Pilots actively worked to align their thoughts, behaviour, and 

self-perceptions with the identity of a confident and competent paraglider pilot, which aligns 

with what Carless and Douglas (2013) describe as “playing the part” of athlete. Critical 

events may threaten or destabilise athletic identity; therefore, identity work is essential to 

consider in relation to fear injury (Chun et al., 2023). The process of “getting into character” 

may represent a mechanism through which pilots are working through identity disruption, 

which is associated with fear injury (see Chapter 2). Successful identity reconstruction is 

described in the improving trajectory of Study 2 (see Chapter 3). For pilots with active fear 

injury, structured wing control training may therefore offer a context for skill rebuilding and 

an opportunity to reconstruct athletic identity (Chun et al., 2023; S. Liu et al., 2025). 

Theme four (“How will the glider behave…and can I handle it”) described pilots’ 

uncertainty about how the glider would respond in dynamic situations and whether they 

possessed the skills required to manage those situations effectively. Prior to the course, pilots 
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described limited direct experience with collapses, stalls, or other dynamic manoeuvres, so 

their understanding of wing behaviour was largely theoretical. Through exposure (Gustafsson 

et al., 2017), instructor support (Jowett, 2025), and structured video debriefs (Pearson et al., 

2025), participants developed a clearer understanding of how the glider behaves and how 

their inputs influence those behaviours. This shift from theoretical to experiential knowledge 

directly parallels one of the core characteristics of fear injury identified in Study 1 (see 

Chapter 2). The training appears to produce a shift in the opposite direction to fear injury 

from intellectual to experiential knowing of capability. These experiences appeared to 

strengthen pilots’ self-efficacy and confidence (Bandura, 1978; Lochbaum, Stoner, et al., 

2022). Bandura’s (1997) social cognitive theory identifies four sources of self-efficacy: 

mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and physiological/affective 

states. The relationship between self-efficacy and performance in sport contexts has been well 

established  (Lochbaum, Sherburn, et al., 2022). In high-risk sports specifically, self-efficacy 

appears to play a particularly central role: rock climbers with higher self-efficacy engage in 

higher-difficulty, higher-risk forms of climbing, taking calculated additional risks when they 

feel confident in their ability to manage them (Llewellyn et al., 2008). The wing control 

training engaged all four sources of self-efficacy. Mastery experiences came through 

successful execution of progressively demanding manoeuvres; vicarious experiences came 

through watching peers fly and reviewing their videos; verbal persuasion came through 

instructor radio coaching and debriefs; and physiological/affective states were directly 

addressed through the management of pre-flight anxiety and the demonstration that fear could 

coexist with competent performance. The convergence of all four sources within a single 

training context may help explain the magnitude of the change in confidence participants 

reported. The video debrief component is particularly interesting, as pilots described how 

reviewing footage helped them see discrepancies between their internal sense of what they 
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were doing and what was actually happening with the wing. The instructor’s role in the 

debrief appears critical as he emphasised understanding causal relationships between input 

and wing behaviour. This is consistent with Pearson et al.’s (2025) integrative review of video 

feedback in sport, which concludes that collaborative practices between coach and athlete 

beyond the passive presentation of footage are central to enhancing engagement and learning 

from video. Regarding fear injury, the findings suggest that wing control training may 

prevent or treat it by promoting the restoration of self-efficacy and confidence. 

Although paragliding is typically considered an individual sport, pilots emphasised 

how the supportive atmosphere created by the instructors and fellow participants facilitated 

learning and confidence. This pattern echoes findings from mountaineering and climbing 

research, which has consistently documented the centrality of the trusted partner and team to 

both safety and meaningful experience in high-risk environments (Jackman et al., 2023). 

Recent sport psychology research has also demonstrated that coach–athlete relationship 

quality, perceived social support, and psychologically safe environments are closely linked to 

athlete well-being, communication, and confidence-related outcomes (Coussens et al., 2025; 

Jowett, 2025; Şenel et al., 2025). Research concerning psychological safety in sport has 

found that when athletes feel psychologically safe, they are more likely to speak openly, raise 

concerns, and engage in learning (Cooke et al., 2025; Taylor et al., 2026). In this study, the 

instructor helped create a psychologically safe environment by acknowledging fear, mistakes, 

and uncertainty. In this way, the instructor’s openness appeared to set the emotional tone for 

the group, legitimising fear as something to be worked with rather than hidden. Participants 

described how this openness encouraged more honest conversations about fear and 

performance. Recent work on vulnerability in elite sport similarly argues that vulnerability is 

often treated as incompatible with high performance, even though acknowledging 

vulnerability can support more open conversations about pressure, struggle, and help-seeking 
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in performance environments (Hägglund et al., 2024). The “upside” of shared vulnerability 

(Hägglund et al., 2019) was reflected in the present theme, where the instructor’s openness 

appeared to set the tone for more honest conversations about fear, mistakes, and performance. 

The training environment promoted shared vulnerability, which may have helped pilots 

reinterpret fear as information to be understood and managed rather than as evidence that 

they were incapable. In this sense, the instructor’s modelling of vulnerability may have 

promoted better training by reducing shame, increasing help-seeking and question-asking, 

and encouraging pilots to engage more fully with difficult learning experiences (Hägglund et 

al., 2019). This is especially significant in paragliding, where participants noted feeling 

pressure to conceal fear and project competence. Wider sport literature similarly documents 

how performance cultures often demand stoicism and the suppression of vulnerability, with 

negative consequences for help-seeking and mental health (Hägglund et al., 2019; Vella et al., 

2024). Sport-injury growth research extends this further, suggesting that recovery and growth 

following adversity are shaped by the cultural scripts available within the immediate sporting 

environment, with supportive scripts enabling disclosure and meaning-making (Roy-Davis et 

al., 2017). Similarly, in the previous longitudinal study (see study 2, chapter 3), a lack of 

community support or pressure from the community to conceal fear or vulnerability hindered 

athletes’ recovery from fear injury. Return-to-sport research supports the relevance of this 

psychosocial dimension, showing that perceived social support is associated with lower re-

injury anxiety and greater psychological readiness to return to sport (Ardern et al., 2013; 

DeMaio et al., 2023; Manojlovic et al., 2026; Sheean et al., 2023). By legitimising these 

experiences and providing opportunities for shared learning, the training environment may 

have helped pilots manage their fear, build confidence, and connect with the community. The 

results suggest that wing control training may support fear injury prevention or recovery by 
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creating an environment where fear injury could be discussed, normalised, and worked 

through collectively. 

Practical Implications and Future Research 

The findings from this study offer insights into how wing control training was 

experienced by paraglider pilots and whether it may offer protective or restorative benefits in 

relation to fear injury. The results suggest that the training conditions (graded exposure, 

safety, social support) align with the mechanisms identified in previous research (see chapters 

2 and 3) for restoration and recovery from fear injury. Future research could explore the 

influence of a modified wing control training tailored to pilots with fear injury. An 

individualised approach aligns with broader recommendations in high-risk and adventure 

sport rehabilitation, which emphasise that recovery and return-to-participation interventions 

should be tailored to the specific sport and athlete (Lee & Mei-Dan, 2025; Meierbachtol et 

al., 2020). A modified curriculum could include enhanced psychological support, extended 

equipment checks, ground skills development, a meteorology review, in-depth individual 

feedback, and a narrow focus on basic skills and manoeuvres. A modified curriculum, 

delivered by a skilled instructor and mental health professional, may provide pilots with fear 

injury an opportunity to build skills and confidence while mitigating excessive risk. Such 

collaboration between sport coaches and mental health professionals is increasingly 

recognised as best practice in athlete mental health provision (Henriksen et al., 2020; 

Reardon et al., 2019). Within the high-risk sport context specifically, interdisciplinary 

approaches that integrate sport-specific skill expertise with psychological support have been 

advocated for managing return-to-participation following adverse events (Lee & Mei-Dan, 

2025). Moreover, investigating how specific components of the training, such as the video 

debriefing, instructor modelling of vulnerability, or the group dynamic, influence recovery 

would further refine our understanding of how people recover from fear injury. Component-
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level analysis is increasingly advocated within sport and exercise interventions, where 

identifying active ingredients allows targeted refinement of programmes (Pearson et al., 

2025). Additionally, future studies could compare the trajectories of pilots who undergo 

structured wing control training with those who pursue self-directed recovery from fear 

injury. Comparisons are particularly important in high-risk sport, where structured 

rehabilitation pathways are less established than in mainstream sport and self-directed return-

to-participation is common (Lee & Mei-Dan, 2025). 

Another consideration of these findings is the central role of the instructor. The 

instructor in this course demonstrated an ability to model vulnerability (Hägglund et al., 

2019, 2024), balance challenge with support  (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2016), and foster a 

collaborative atmosphere (Cooke et al., 2025). Had the course been led by an instructor with 

a different pedagogical or relational approach, the ‘facilitative environment’ described by 

participants might not have been recognised. Sport psychology research has consistently 

identified coach behaviour as a key antecedent of the interpersonal climate athletes 

experience (Vella et al., 2024), with coach supportive behaviours directly shaping whether 

environments feel psychologically safe. This suggests that while wing control training is a 

powerful tool, its restorative potential for fear injury may be highly dependent on the 

instructor’s ability to cultivate psychological safety. 

Limitations 

When interpreting these findings, two notable limitations should be considered. First, 

the study utilised a self-selected sample of pilots who had already enrolled in a wing control 

course. As noted in the introduction, some paraglider pilots actively avoid such training due 

to fear or scepticism. Consequently, the participants in this study may not reflect the 

experiences of pilots who are more resistant to wing control training or those who have 

completely disengaged from the sport. Therefore, the outcomes observed may be influenced 
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by the selected pilot group and may manifest differently in a broader population of pilots 

(Braun & Clarke, 2021). 

Second, the absence of participants with active, self-identified fear injury limits the 

direct applicability of the findings to the specific clinical population of interest. Paragliding is 

a high-risk sport, and wing control training is therefore a high-risk intervention. As such, we 

were mindful of the potential for psychological and physical harm in recruiting participants 

with active fear injury. While the study was ethically designed to avoid recruiting individuals 

in acute distress, the results rely on retrospective accounts of past adverse events and 

theoretical projections rather than direct observation of recovery from active fear injury. 

Therefore, while the mechanisms identified (e.g., graded exposure, social support) align with 

recovery theories, the study cannot empirically confirm the efficacy of this specific training 

protocol as a therapeutic intervention for those currently suffering from fear injury 

Conclusion 

This focused ethnography explored the lived experience of paraglider pilots before, 

during, and after wing control training. The findings demonstrated that participants benefitted 

from a facilitative environment that balanced challenge with support, provided graded 

exposure, and offered the instructor's modelling of vulnerability. The training provided a 

sense of safety, allowing participants to push their boundaries, and the social dimension 

fostered group cohesion. By witnessing peers navigate similar challenges and receiving 

honest, compassionate feedback from instructors, participants reframed their anxiety as a 

manageable aspect of skill acquisition. Pilots reported strengthened trust in their skills and 

equipment, an expanded understanding of glider behaviour, and a renewed sense of 

confidence and connection to the paragliding community. The instructor’s ability to cultivate 

psychological safety, model openness about fear, and progress pilots at an individualised pace 

was a particularly significant determinant of the training experience, suggesting that the 
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restorative potential of wing control training is closely tied to the instructor's relational and 

pedagogical skills. The mechanisms observed map onto the theoretical requirements for 

recovery identified in the first two studies of this thesis (see Chapters 2 and 3) and the 

mechanisms specified in the broader recovery and growth literature in sport psychology. 

Wing control training, therefore, holds promise as both a preventive measure and a restorative 

intervention for fear injury, and warrants empirical evaluation with pilots experiencing active 

fear injury. 
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Chapter Five: General Discussion 

Summary of Findings 

High-risk sport research has historically centred on the motivations for participation 

and the personality characteristics of practitioners to understand what distinguishes high-risk 

sport athletes from traditional athletes and the general population (Hornby et al., 2024; 

Martinho et al., 2024). Although this body of work is essential and provided extensive insight 

into the mindset and motivations of high-risk sport practitioners, there remains a relative 

dearth of research in areas that are more developed in traditional sport psychology, including 

performance (Lochbaum, Stoner, et al., 2022), athlete development (Söker et al., 2025), 

injury prevention and rehabilitation (Zambak & Toktas, 2025), psychological functioning 

(Ayranci & Aydin, 2025), and the social and organisational conditions that shape participation 

and success in sport (Ramos et al., 2023). The psychological response to adversity in high-

risk sport has remained largely unexamined. 

The overarching aim of this thesis was to construct a substantive, experienced based 

understanding of fear injury, a form of performance impairment in paraglider pilots that had 

been informally named by the community but not empirically studied. Three consecutive 

qualitative studies addressed this aim through complementary methodological approaches: 

constructivist grounded theory, longitudinal interpretative phenomenological analysis, and 

focused ethnography. The research design functioned as a progressive deepening, with each 

study adding additional complexity and nuance to the understanding of fear injury. First, a 

constructivist grounded theory of fear injury was developed from interviews with thirty-eight 

pilots. Fear injury was defined as impaired emotional, cognitive, and psychosocial 

functioning following an adverse event leading to decreased participation and performance. 

The grounded theory identified five core characteristics of fear injury: collapse of trust, re-

evaluation of risk, increased irrational fear, embodied fear, and psychosocial disruption. The 
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second study followed ten pilots over six months through longitudinal interpretative 

phenomenological analysis and revealed three trajectories: improving, fluctuating, and 

stagnating. Five themes were identified across the three trajectories: the weight of fear injury, 

fear regulation, negotiating identity, agency and trust, and the social environment. The third 

study utilised focused ethnography and observed eleven pilots (one instructor) throughout a 

wing control training course. Five themes were identified: I’m nervous about getting pushed 

too hard, getting into character, this is the first time I felt safe; therefore, I could push myself, 

how will the glider behave…and can I handle it, and you’re really all in it together. The 

grounded theory captured the construct at a single point in time and from retrospective 

accounts. Study two added phenomenological texture and temporal depth, revealing 

diverging trajectories, with similar initiating events and similar coping strategies leading to 

substantively different lived outcomes. Study three then situated the fear injury within a 

particular social and material setting, identifying elements of a wing control training course 

that appeared to engage the conditions associated with the improving trajectory. 

The results from the first study revealed that pilots who experienced fear injury 

described adversity as sudden, uncontrollable, and confusing, whereas pilots who 

experienced comparable events without developing fear injury described them as expected, 

integrated into ongoing risk management, and attributable to identifiable causes. Despite 

similarities in adverse experiences such as a near miss, hard landing, or a witnessed incident, 

not all pilots experienced fear injury or impaired functioning. What differentiated those who 

developed fear injury from those who did not appear to be influenced by their expectations, 

their sense of agency, their causal understanding, and their ability to make sense of the 

adverse event within their community. 

Study One identified five core interlocking characteristics that appeared across all 

participants who experienced fear injury: collapse of trust, re-evaluation of risk, increased 
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irrational fear, embodied fear, and psychosocial disruption. The interviews were retrospective, 

which creates tension when attempting to establish a sequence, yet there does seem to be a 

pattern emerging across the data set. Once fear injury has been initiated by an adverse event 

characterised by feeling a loss of control, surprise, and lack of causal understanding, a pilot’s 

sense of trust in their skills, decision making and/or equipment collapses. The loss of trust led 

to a re-evaluation of risk, which intensified irrational fear. Increased irrational fear manifested 

in the body, which contributed to withdrawal from the flying community and avoidance 

behaviour. Study two showed that recovery, where it occurred, similarly required movement 

across multiple dimensions. Pilots in the improving trajectory rebuilt trust through equipment 

changes and skill development, regulated fear through embodied strategies that became 

increasingly consistent, reconstructed identity around joy and sustainability rather than 

performance metrics and maintained or rebuilt connection to the flying community. Pilots in 

the stagnating trajectory described persistent disruption across these dimensions 

simultaneously. Study three then demonstrated that a wing control training course, though not 

designed as a fear injury intervention, generated many of the same conditions associated with 

the improving trajectory: graded exposure to feared scenarios in a high-support setting, 

instructor modelling of vulnerability, a shift from intellectual to experiential knowing, and 

shared peer engagement around fear and uncertainty. 

Study one identified the collapse of trust in skills, equipment, and decision-making as 

one of the five core characteristics of fear injury. Pilots reported doubting their ability to 

execute previously mastered skills, distrusting equipment they had considered reliable, and 

questioning the soundness of their decisions in retrospect. Trust appeared in the second study 

within the agency and the trust theme. Improving was associated with proactive rebuilding of 

trust through equipment changes, training, and progressive re-exposure. Fluctuating was 

associated with a high need for perceived control and a fragile sense of trust that could easily 
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rupture. Stagnating was associated with persistent disruption of trust in self and in equipment, 

with pre-flight check errors and near-miss incidents cited as evidence of fallibility. In the first 

two studies, trust was understood in terms of the relationship among the pilot, their 

equipment, their skills, and the environment. In the third study, the wing control training 

demonstrated how trust could be actively rebuilt in a structured setting. The day-one kit 

check, the over-water context with rescue boat, and the carefully paced exposure to dynamic 

manoeuvres created conditions in which trust in the self–equipment–environment relationship 

could be tested and reconstructed. Across the three studies, trust is a relational property of the 

pilot–equipment–environment system that can be disrupted, fragile, or rebuilt depending on 

the conditions made available. 

Embodied fear is one of the five core characteristics of fear injury identified in the 

first study. Pilots who experienced fear injury described intense, unpredictable, and disruptive 

sensations such as racing heart, trembling, nausea, gagging, panic-like arousal, and bodily 

tension before, during, and after flight. In the second study, the body was foregrounded most 

directly through the fear regulation theme, which was a dimension where trajectories visibly 

diverged. Pilots in the improving trajectory described fear regulation strategies such as self-

talk, breathing, distraction, or task focus which helped them to recognise embodied fear early 

and “snap back” before it took over. Pilots in the fluctuating trajectory described similar 

strategies that worked intermittently or were ineffective against the return of physical pain or 

an unexpected panic response. Stagnating was associated with acute physiological responses 

such as gagging, tunnel vision, panic-like states in flight that exceeded participants’ capacity 

for regulation. The embodied dimension of fear injury is foregrounded by the participants and 

appears to shape how participants interpret their experience of fear injury and their readiness 

to fly. In the third study, the wing control training created an environment in which pilots 

engaged with the embodied sensations of fear deliberately in a setting where high arousal was 
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expected, named, and worked with rather than concealed. The instructor's acknowledgement 

of fear and uncertainty appeared to function as a permission structure that allowed pilots to 

reinterpret somatic responses as information to be managed rather than evidence of 

incapacity. Read across the three studies, the body is the principal sites at which fear injury is 

felt, regulated, and worked through. 

Psychosocial disruption was identified as one of the five core characteristics of fear 

injury. Pilots described avoiding spaces that had previously fostered camaraderie. Several 

pilots noted that having shared language for fear injury might ease social tension and create 

clarity for others to understand their experience. Study two demonstrated that a central point 

of divergence between the trajectories was the social environment. Improving was associated 

with experiencing the community as accessible and supportive. Pilots within this trajectory 

made a deliberate effort to remain socially engaged and conversations within the community 

regarding fear injury or the associated characteristics were prevalent. Fluctuating was 

associated with inconsistent community interactions which were sometimes helpful and 

sometimes destabilising. In contrast, stagnating was associated with experiencing the 

community as isolating, superficial, or emotionally unsafe. Pilots in this trajectory described 

cultural pressure (for example, to fly cross-country) which compounded distress and 

contributed to social disengagement. In the third study, the social environment was a core 

element that created a context in which participants felt psychologically and socially safe. 

The shared vulnerability modelled by the instructor and reciprocated by participants, together 

with debriefs and informal conversations across the week, created a setting in which fear 

could be discussed openly. The same social mechanisms identified in Study Two as 

differentiating recovery from stagnation were visible, and available, in the training 

environment. 
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Within the first study, pilots described feeling impaired for weeks or even years before 

recognising their experience as a fear injury. The longitudinal design of study two revealed 

that even after recognition, the experience continued to unfold across months. Pilots 

characterised as improving, gradually recovered through a string of moments, experiences, 

deliberate practice and intentional strategies. Pilots who were aware of the concept of fear 

injury before their adverse events recognised the experience in themselves sooner. The shared 

language for fear injury also functioned as something pilots actively used. Study three added 

a complementary observation of how an intensive training context can compress some of the 

processes, such as graded exposure, peer disclosure, instructor modelling, and experiential 

learning, that Study two showed unfolding over months in an unstructured pilot life. 

Theoretical Contributions 

The primary contribution of this thesis is the construction of a grounded theory of fear 

injury. Pilots named the experience and circulated the term in community discussions, but it 

lacked a formal definition, specific characteristics, and a documented relationship to existing 

constructs in the field. The grounded theory produced is offered as an interpretation of pilots’ 

experiences within a specific community and temporal moment, rather than as a discovered 

or objective account (Charmaz, 2014). The paragliding community’s use of “injury” rather 

than an alternative framing, such as anxiety, fear, trauma, or performance block, situates the 

experience within a structure that implies temporality, boundedness, and the possibility of 

recovery. An early documented community use of the term framed fear injury as “a lasting 

mental impact that required rehabilitation, like a physical injury” (see Chapter Two). The 

metaphor positions pilots experiencing fear injury as people working through a recoverable 

disruption rather than as people exhibiting pathology or fundamental incapacity. Nora’s 

observation in Study Two that the language signals “recovery is an active process” makes 

explicit what the metaphor does implicitly. In this thesis, the term fear injury is inherited from 
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the community and retained to preserve its intended meaning and metaphorical structure; the 

thesis's empirical work supports the metaphor, suggesting that fear injury can be rehabilitated. 

Throughout this thesis, fear injury has been positioned within the survival with 

impairment trajectory (Carver, 1998). The results of this research support this positioning, as 

pilots who experienced fear injury continued to engage in paragliding despite functional 

disruption. The grounded theory of fear injury specifies a manifestation of the survival with 

impairment pathway with distinct characteristics. The results from the longitudinal analysis 

illuminate the phenomenological texture of fear injury and its internal temporal dynamics. 

Fear of injury also relates to broader trajectories following adversity in sport. Within Carver’s 

(1998) framework, succumbing describes deterioration to the point of complete withdrawal 

from the activity, often manifesting in sport as dropout or forced retirement (Blessing et al., 

2026). Resilience describes a return to baseline functioning and performance following 

adversity (Brown et al., 2020). Growth describes positive psychological changes, including 

increased personal strength, new possibilities, deeper relationships, appreciation of life, and 

spiritual change following adversity (Roy-Davis et al., 2017). Growth, resilience, survival 

with impairment and succumbing all represent dynamic interconnected processes. Individuals 

experiencing fear injury may be located on the survival with impairment trajectory; however, 

the process may lead to succumbing, resilience or growth. The relationship between fear 

injury and Carver's framework is that it elaborates on a particular experience through the 

survival with impairment trajectory. 

Locating fear injury within the broader landscape of sport psychology constructs 

requires comparison with adjacent ideas, several of which may overlap or capture part of 

what fear injury describes; a clear description and comparison are needed to clarify the 

boundaries of fear injury. Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (American Psychiatric 

Association, 2022) is a clinical diagnosis describing a psychological disorder following 
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trauma exposure, characterised by intrusive memories, avoidance, negative cognitions, and 

hyperarousal, lasting more than one month and causing significant functional impairment. 

Fear injury shares with PTSD an adverse event trigger, avoidance behaviour, embodied fear 

responses, and disruption to performance and identity. However, pilots experiencing fear 

injury did not describe involuntary intrusive symptoms such as flashbacks, which are central 

to PTSD diagnostic criteria (Marx et al., 2024). Second, according to the data collected in this 

thesis, impairment from fear injury is sport-specific rather than pervasive across life domains. 

Participants in this research described continued functioning in other domains of life and 

described impairment principally in relation to paragliding. Therefore, from the data 

collected, it appears fear injury would not necessarily meet the full criteria for PTSD. 

However, it is possible that fear injury and PTSD may co-occur in some pilots. Assessing 

whether individuals meet criteria for PTSD would require a formal diagnostic evaluation by a 

qualified mental health professional. 

Kinesiophobia describes excessive, debilitating, and irrational fear of movement or 

physical activity resulting from a feeling of vulnerability to painful injury or re-injury 

(Ambegaonkar et al., 2024; Butler et al., 2025). Fear of re-injury, a closely related construct, 

describes an athlete’s concern about sustaining another injury upon return to sport and is one 

of the most common psychological barriers to successful return (Podlog et al., 2024; 

Tranaeus et al., 2024). Like fear injury, both of these constructs involve fear, avoidance 

behaviour, reduced performance, links to adverse or injury events, identity disruption, and 

effects on psychological readiness. However, they diverge in their anchoring. Kinesiophobia 

and fear of re-injury are typically anchored to a specific physical injury and to the appraisal 

of bodily vulnerability following that injury and are resolved (where they are resolved) 

alongside physical healing. Fear injury can occur even when the precipitating event involved 
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no physical injury, or where the physical injury was minor relative to the psychological 

disruption. Fear injury is not principally fear of re-injuring the body. 

The yips and the twisties describe motor or proprioceptive disorders in which the 

athlete’s body fails to execute movements that had previously been automatic (Clarke et al., 

2015; Yu et al., 2022). The yips refer to involuntary movements such as jerks, tremors, or 

freezing that disrupt the execution of well-practised fine motor tasks requiring precision, such 

as golf putting or baseball pitching, and have been classified as neurological, psychological, 

or mixed in type (Clarke et al., 2015; Haber & Taylor, 2024). The twisties describe a sudden, 

involuntary mid-air loss of spatial awareness and body position, in which the gymnast cannot 

complete familiar rotational movements, and have been associated with task-specific focal 

dystonia disrupting proprioceptive awareness (Lenka & Jankovic, 2021; Yu et al., 2022). 

Both describe continued participation despite impairment, fear or hesitation as a feature, 

adverse or stressful events as contributing factors, identity disruption, and a disconnect 

between intent and performance (Clarke et al., 2015; Yu et al., 2022). However, fear injury is 

differentiated from a motor disorder; pilots are physically able to complete all paragliding-

related tasks. The impairment is psychological and psychosocial rather than neuromuscular. 

Performance blocks describe unexplained, persistent declines or cessations in a 

specific skill, often without an obvious physical cause (Bennett & Maynard, 2017). 

Performance blocks, like fear injury, describe impaired performance despite continued 

participation, psychological mechanisms, avoidance behaviour, and identity threat. However, 

performance blocks are typically skill-specific and cognitively or anxiety-driven in a 

competitive context. Fear injury is broader, involving full psychosocial disruption across the 

activity rather than impairment of a particular skill. 

Choking under pressure is an acute, situation-specific performance decline in 

response to perceived pressure, in which well-learned skills fail when incentives are high 
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(Baumeister, 1984; Gröpel & Mesagno, 2019; Mesagno & Beckmann, 2017). While both fear 

injury and choking involve anxiety and performance disruption, choking is a fleeting 

response to a situation that resolves once the pressure is off. Choking is acute and situational; 

it occurs within a performance window and resolves when the situation changes. Fear injury 

is chronic, initiated by adverse experiences rather than a high-pressure situation and persists 

across flights and seasons rather than resolving with the performance situation. 

Performance anxiety describes a multidimensional anxiety state comprising cognitive 

worry, somatic symptoms, and self-confidence deficits experienced in relation to athletic 

performance (Meijen et al., 2020; Mesagno & Beckmann, 2017). Performance anxiety 

involves heightened arousal, fear or anxiety, impaired performance, and avoidance, which 

overlap with fear injury. However, performance anxiety is considered a state or trait and is 

not necessarily tied to a specific adverse event, whereas fear injury has a clear precipitating 

experience and involves collapse of trust and identity disruption. 

Athlete burnout is characterised by emotional and physical exhaustion, a reduced 

sense of accomplishment, and sport devaluation resulting from chronic stress, which may 

lead to dropout or withdrawal (Cai et al., 2025). Some features of burnout overlap with fear 

injury, such as reduced enjoyment, potential withdrawal from sport, psychosocial disruption, 

and identity challenges. Burnout, however, is attributed to chronic overload or stress without 

adequate recovery. 

Slumps describe unexplained, extended periods of below-expected performance not 

attributable to physical injury, illness, or normal performance variation, often self-sustaining 

through negative self-evaluation (Stead et al., 2022). Slumps share with fear injury, prolonged 

performance decline, negative cognitive appraisal, identity challenge, and continued 

participation. However, slumps are characterised by performance variability, whereas fear 

injury may result in performance variability or a slump, but is characterised differently. 
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Moral injury describes a deep psychological wound arising from perpetrating, 

witnessing, or failing to prevent events that transgress deeply held moral beliefs (Koenig & 

Al Zaben, 2021). Moral injury shares with fear injury an adverse trigger, including witnessing 

harm, ongoing psychological disruption, avoidance, and identity crisis. However, moral 

injury is rooted in a violation of moral code and is organised around guilt, shame, and 

betrayal. Fear injury, as described in this research, does not involve moral transgression. 

Pilots who had witnessed accidents, particularly those involving the death or serious injury of 

others, may experience both fear injury and moral injury concurrently, but this was not 

documented in the data collected in this study. Notably, each of these constructs may co-

occur with fear injury; however, the conceptual differentiation is essential given the distinct 

characteristics and lived experience of fear injury. The integration of embodied, cognitive, 

social, and identity dimensions, triggered by a specific adverse event experienced as sudden, 

uncontrollable, and confusing, is what makes fear injury distinct. 

The three studies presented in this thesis provide complementary lines of empirical 

evidence that deepen understanding of fear injury, demonstrate methodological commitments 

that qualitative sport psychologists have called for, and extend existing theoretical literature. 

The first study formalised the understanding of fear injury and developed an initial theory 

that describes the process leading to fear injury and the characteristics. The second study 

explored how fear injury is lived and experienced over time and identified three trajectories: 

improving, fluctuating, and stagnating that represent patterns of temporal change. In addition 

to the empirical results, this study addressed a methodological gap in qualitative research on 

responses to adversity by employing prolonged engagement and a longitudinal design (Day & 

Wadey, 2017). The longitudinal design highlighted how the trajectories diverge and converge 

across embodied experience, identity, agency, trust, and the social environment. The third 
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study contributed an empirical account of how wing control training is experienced from the 

inside. 

The thesis contributes an initial grounded theory of fear injury that is relevant to the 

broader literature on adversity, sport injury, and recovery. Early conceptualisations of 

resilience in sport emphasised individual psychological characteristics and tended to 

operationalise resilience as a linear framework (Gupta & McCarthy, 2024). Yet this 

understanding of resilience overlooked the embodied, relational, and identity-related 

dimensions of athletes' experiences of adversity. Qualitative research extended the 

understanding of resilience as a dynamic process, examining how the body participates in 

recovery, how the social environment shapes recovery, and how athletic identity is 

renegotiated (Day & Wadey, 2017; Gupta & McCarthy, 2024). As with later research on 

resilience, the grounded theory of fear injury was developed without a pre-imposed theory 

that would have privileged certain dimensions in advance. 

The grounded theory developed in this thesis intersects with several established 

models of sport injury and recovery. The integrated model of psychological response to sport 

injury (Wiese-Bjornstal et al., 1998) proposes that personal and situational factors shape a 

cyclical process of cognitive appraisal, emotional response, and behavioural response, which 

in turn influences recovery outcomes. The process leading to fear injury extends this model 

by demonstrating that the appraisal cycle is not passed through once and resolved; it is re-

lived repeatedly across months, with the temporal patterning itself differentiating trajectories. 

Second, the present findings demonstrate that this cycle can be initiated and sustained in the 

absence of a discrete physical injury, thereby extending the model beyond its original injury 

context to encompass responses to adverse experiences. The grounded theory of sport injury-

related growth (Roy-Davis et al., 2017) proposes that recovery and growth following injury 

are conditioned by interactions between internal and external resources, operating through 
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mechanisms such as metacognition, positive reappraisal, and facilitative responses. The 

trajectories identified in Study Two are broadly consistent with this resource-and-mechanism 

structure and extend it to a high-risk sport context where the adverse event may not involve 

physical injury. Improving pilots mobilised internal and external resources through 

identifiable mechanisms; fluctuating pilots engaged these inconsistently; stagnating pilots had 

limited access to resources, limited mechanism activation, or both. The return-to-sport and 

psychological readiness literature (Ardern et al., 2013; Podlog et al., 2024; Tranaeus et al., 

2024) similarly intersects with the fear injury model. Pilots in the fluctuating and stagnating 

trajectories described a gap between technical competence and felt competence that closely 

parallels the misalignment between physical capability and psychological readiness identified 

in the return-to-sport literature, but in a context without a formal return-to-sport decision 

point and no discrete physical injury to recover from. 

This thesis also presents three additional contributions to recovery and injury models 

by foregrounding embodiment, community, and identity. The embodied dimension of fear 

injury was one of the strongest threads across the three studies. Pilots described how fear 

injury was lived in the body and recovery that involved reinterpreting embodied sensations. 

This extends the phenomenology of sport literature, in which athletic experience is 

understood as perceived and negotiated through the lived body (Allen‐Collinson, 2009; 

Hockey & Collinson, 2007), into the context of recovery. Recovery models may underspecify 

the role the body plays as the medium through which trust, fear, and competence are re-

established. The thesis suggests that recovery in sport requires conditions in which the body 

can be re-engaged deliberately under graded conditions, with embodied sensations interpreted 

as information. 

The social environment was a central point of divergence between trajectories 

presented in study two and a central condition of the training environment in study three. This 
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thesis adds to a growing recognition that recovery is shaped by social relationships within the 

sporting environment (Roy-Davis et al., 2017; Tamminen & Gaudreau, 2014). The present 

findings provide empirical evidence from a high-risk sport context demonstrating how the 

social environment can promote or hinder recovery. The improving trajectory was associated 

with experiencing a supportive community, and study three illustrated that supportive 

conditions (Hägglund et al., 2019) can be deliberately created within a structured training 

program. The implication for sport injury and recovery models is that the “social support” 

variable that appears in many models should be specified more precisely within a particular 

sporting community. 

Identity disruption following sport injury is well documented (Chun et al., 2023; Liu 

et al., 2025), but this work has been developed primarily in contexts where the disruption is 

precipitated by the loss of physical capability or removal from the sport environment. The 

present findings demonstrate that comparable identity disruption can be precipitated by 

adverse experiences in the absence of, or out of proportion to, a discrete physical injury. In 

Study Two, improving pilots intentionally reconstructed their identity around joy, 

sustainability, and connection rather than performance metrics. This reconstruction was 

experienced as a self-directed choice rather than an imposed loss. Fluctuating pilots remained 

in a liminal space between a prior performance-oriented identity and an emerging, more 

cautious identity; stagnating pilots remained in unresolved identity disruption. Study Three 

added the observation that a structured training context can function as a setting for identity 

work, with the "getting into character" theme capturing the deliberate identity practices 

through which pilots aligned thoughts, behaviour, and self-perception with the identity of a 

confident pilot (Carless & Douglas, 2013). The thesis emphasises that identity reconstruction 

may be negotiated alongside ongoing exposure to the activity that produced the disruption. 
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Methodological Contributions 

The thesis also makes a methodological contribution to qualitative research on 

responses to adversity in sport. Grounded theory has been widely adopted for theory-

generating qualitative inquiry in sport and exercise psychology (Holt & Tamminen, 2010) and 

was an appropriate starting point given that fear injury was a community-derived construct 

with no formal definition or prior theorisation (Charmaz, 2014). The contribution of this 

thesis is that the grounded theory study was followed by two further studies that explore fear 

injury over sustained periods of time and in a more immersive setting. Longitudinal 

interpretative phenomenological analysis (LIPA) and focused ethnography are used markedly 

less frequently than grounded theory in sport and exercise psychology (Farr & Nizza, 2019; 

Trundle & Phillips, 2023; Vindrola-Padros, 2021). The longitudinal design of study two 

enabled exploration of how fear injury evolves and differentiation of trajectories that 

retrospective accounts could only suggest (Farr & Nizza, 2019). This addressed a 

methodological scarcity of prolonged engagement and longitudinal designs in research on 

responses to adversity, as highlighted by qualitative sport psychologists (Day & Wadey, 

2017). The ethnographic design of study three made it possible to combine participant 

interviews with sustained observation of practice as it happened, including pre-flight 

preparation, in-air performance, debriefs, instructor–pilot interactions, peer conversations, 

and the material setting in which all of these took place (Trundle & Phillips, 2023; Vindrola-

Padros, 2021). This generated insight into how social, embodied, and pedagogical processes 

interact in real time, which neither a single interview nor a series of interviews could fully 

capture. 

Applied Contributions 

The applied contributions of this thesis arise primarily from study three, though they 

are grounded in the empirical findings from the first two studies. The focused ethnography 
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demonstrated that a wing control training course, even when not designed as a fear injury 

intervention, can produce many of the conditions associated with an improving trajectory. 

The principal practical contribution of the thesis is to articulate those conditions explicitly so 

that they can be intentionally cultivated by instructors, coaches, and the wider paragliding 

community, and so that individual pilots can recognise and seek them out. 

The grounded theory of fear injury provides a resource and reference for individual 

pilots to understand their experience. Furthermore, the identification of the three recovery 

trajectories (improving, fluctuating, stagnating) in Study 2 provides guidance for navigating 

the recovery process. The findings from this focused ethnography may provide practical 

guidance for paragliding instructors, coaches, and individual pilots paraglider pilots interested 

in preventing or recovering from fear injury. At the core of these recommendations is the 

creation of a facilitative environment, defined by a precise balance between challenge and 

support (Sarkar & Page, 2022). Instructors and coaches should strive to create learning 

situations that challenge pilots, while simultaneously mitigating physical and psychological 

risk where possible. This approach aims to expose pilots to demanding scenarios without 

overwhelming them or pushing beyond their skill level. A facilitative environment aligns with 

the principles of exposure therapy (Benito et al., 2024) where progression should be tailored 

to the individual’s current mental and technical capacity, ensuring a gradual buildup. 

Instructors may therefore be able to help pilots develop a sense of agency and control, 

directly countering the collapse of trust that characterises fear injury. Furthermore, when 

instructors openly acknowledge their own fears, mistakes, and the inherent uncertainties of 

the sport, they legitimise the pilots’ emotional experiences (Hägglund et al., 2019, 2024). 

This vulnerability creates a space where honesty about fear is met with support rather than 

judgment. This psychological safety encourages pilots to engage more deeply with the 

training and to seek help when needed. Finally, training environments that foster peer 
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cohesion and shared learning experiences create a powerful sense of community (Jackman et 

al., 2023; Kim et al., 2024). This collective experience reduces isolation, normalises the 

struggle of learning, and provides a network of mutual encouragement (J. Liu et al., 2025). 

Instructors should actively facilitate this group dynamic, encouraging pilots to share insights, 

debrief together, and support one another (Tamminen & Gaudreau, 2014), thereby reinforcing 

the social bonds that are essential for long-term recovery and retention in the sport (Blessing 

et al., 2026; Roy-Davis et al., 2017). The alignment between the facilitative environment 

created in the training course and the core characteristics of fear injury identified in the 

previous chapters suggests that such training holds significant promise. 

The applied contributions of this thesis converge with a proposal of fear injury 

informed modified wing control curriculum. The findings across the three studies suggest that 

pilots experiencing fear injury may benefit from a course that is deliberately structured 

around the conditions associated with recovery. Table 2 outlines these modifications and 

includes pre-course and during-course recommendations. The modifications suggested are 

underpinned by the principle of a facilitative environment, one that combines high challenge 

with high support (Sarkar & Page, 2022). Each modification is grounded in the empirical 

findings presented in this thesis including the characteristics of fear injury from Study 1, the 

recovery trajectories and mechanisms from Study 2, and the experiential learnings from 

Study 3. The modifications are presented as additions to, not replacements for, standard 

course procedures and safety practice. Moreover, the proposed curriculum represents a 

theoretically informed set of recommendations whose mechanisms align with the recovery 

literature, rather than an empirically validated intervention. Evaluating this curriculum with 

pilots experiencing active fear injury remains an important direction for future research. 

Table 2 Proposed Curriculum Modifications – Fear Injury Informed Wing Control Training 

Modification Applied Practice Theoretical Evidence 
Pre-Course    
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Fear-injury history, recognition 
& shared goal setting 

Before training, discuss the pilot's 
flying history and currency, any 
adverse events, and prior wing 
control experiences. Discuss 
how/if fear injury currently affects 
their flying, confidence, decision-
making, enjoyment, and 
participation. Identify 
apprehensions, triggers, and 
support needs. Agree shared goals 
for the course, and where a pilot 
avoids a manoeuvre, explore why. 

Adversity and recognition of 
impairment (Study 1); the weight 
of fear injury across the 
improving, fluctuating, and 
stagnating trajectories (Study 2). 
Establishes the pilot's actual 
starting point rather than assuming 
uniform readiness. 

Conditions, theory & decision-
making review 

Provide pre-course material 
(briefings, written modules, 
video) on meteorology, flight 
theory, glider behaviour, and site 
and safety procedures (reserve 
throw). Outline course structure, 
timings, and expected logistics. 

Re-evaluation of risk (Study 1); 
"how will the glider behave…and 
can I handle it" (Study 3). 
Reconnects technical knowledge 
with situated judgement, reducing 
fear of the unknown. 

Create a facilitative course 
structure 

Courses and instructors offering 
graded progression, visible safety 
structure, and psychological 
safety.  

The facilitative environment 
provides high challenge combined 
with high support (Study 3; Sarkar 
& Page, 2022). 

During Course   
Extended equipment checks & 
visible safety structure 

Allocate generous time to inspect, 
fit, and explain equipment (day 1); 
use checklists, launch assistance, 
and clear structure. Frame this as 
confidence-building. 

Collapse of trust in equipment, 
preparation, and decision-making 
(Study 1); "this is the first time I 
felt safe; therefore, I could push 
myself" (Study 3). 

Maintaining pilot agency (pilot-
in-command) 

Keep the pilot actively making 
decisions throughout. Use 
scaffolding to support, not 
replace, their judgement; avoid 
over-managing to the point the 
pilot becomes passive. 

Agency and trust across the self–
equipment–environment 
relationship, central to the 
improving trajectory (Study 2); 
collapse of trust in decision-
making (Study 1). Heavy support 
must not undermine the agency it 
aims to rebuild. 

Embodied fear regulation 
("getting into character") 

Teach and promote creation of a 
deliberate pre-flight routine: self-
talk, visualisation, breathing, 
attention-broadening, and in-air 
calming techniques. Help pilots 
identify what triggers their stress, 
and separate productive 
visualisation from rumination. 

Embodied fear (Study 1); the fear 
regulation theme, where 
consistent strategies distinguished 
improving from stagnating pilots 
(Study 2); "getting into character" 
(Study 3). 

Narrow initial focus on 
foundational, low-consequence 
skills 

Begin below the pilot's nominal 
level with foundational wing 
control, prioritising lower-
consequence skills before any 
dynamic or high consequence 
manoeuvres. Build competence 
and agency on the ground and in 
benign air first. 

Avoidance behaviour and 
performance impairment (Study 
1); "I'm nervous about getting 
pushed too hard" (Study 3). Keeps 
challenge tolerable and matched to 
technical and psychological 
readiness. 

Graded, individually paced 
progression 

Sequence from low- to higher-
consequence exposure, pacing to 
the individual rather than a fixed 
group timetable; allow pilots to 
repeat, pause, advance, or step 
back. Maintain a strong safety 

The non-linear recovery seen 
across the improving, fluctuating, 
and stagnating trajectories (Study 
2); "this is the first time I felt safe; 
therefore, I could push myself" 
(Study 3). Reflects the principle of 
graded exposure (Gustafsson et 
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structure (e.g. over-water with 
rescue cover) throughout. 

al., 2017; Meierbachtol et al., 
2020). 

In-depth individual video 
debriefs 

Review footage with each pilot, 
centred on causal reasoning 
including how inputs produced 
wing behaviour rather than 
performance evaluation. Help 
them connect what happened, 
what they did, and what to adjust. 

Adversity and uncertainty about 
cause and preventability (Study 
1); "how will the glider 
behave…and can I handle it" 
(Study 3). Supports causal 
interpretation and the move from 
intellectual to experiential 
knowing (Pearson et al., 2025). 

Psychologically safe group 
debriefs & instructor modelling 
of vulnerability 

Run group debriefs where fear, 
mistakes, and changed 
participation can be discussed 
openly. The instructor models 
vulnerability by sharing their own 
fears and recovery (or public 
accounts), setting the tone and 
normalising fear. A calm, 
supportive instructor manner 
sustains this throughout. 

Psychosocial disruption (Study 1); 
negotiating identity and the social 
environment themes (Study 2); 
"you're really all in it together" 
(Study 3). Reduces shame and 
isolation; rests on psychological 
safety (Cooke et al., 2025), 
instructor modelling of 
vulnerability (Hägglund et al., 
2019, 2024), and a high-quality 
coach–athlete relationship focused 
on closeness, commitment, 
complementarity, co-orientation 
(Jowett, 2025). 

 

Individual Pilots 

For individual pilots, there are several notable applied contributions of this research. 

The initial grounded theory constructed in study one provides pilots with an initial 

theorisation and a way to understand their experience (Charmaz, 2014) of fear injury to 

understand and contextualise their experience. The grounded theory provides insight into the 

five core characteristics of fear injury, enabling pilots to better understand what they 

experience and distinguish it from other performance-related constructs such as performance 

anxiety, a slump, or fear of reinjury after a physical accident (Bennett & Maynard, 2017; 

Podlog et al., 2024; Stead et al., 2022). More broadly, having access to an initial grounded 

theory of fear injury provides pilots with conceptual clarity and a shared language which 

allows them to share their experience with peers and gain greater social support (Kim et al., 

2024; Solstad et al., 2022). Shared language and the recognition that peers experience similar 

emotions have been demonstrated to validate athletes' experiences, reduce isolation, and 

promote shared reality within sporting relationships 
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The three identified recovery trajectories offer pilots the opportunity to locate and 

contextualise their current position within the recovery process. In this way, individual pilots 

can use insights from the grounded theory to understand variation in their own experience 

compared with what they might see peers experiencing, whether gradual improvement and 

performance increase, fluctuating and non-linear progress with recurring setbacks, or 

stagnation with persistent or worsening impairment. The research provides insight into how 

experience varies among pilots and even within a single pilot's trajectory. Understanding that 

recovery is non-linear is practically valuable: locating oneself within the fluctuating or 

stagnating trajectory allows pilots to recognise that setbacks are a documented, normal part of 

the recovery trajectory rather than evidence of personal failure (Day & Wadey, 2017; Roy-

Davis et al., 2017). Pilots can assess their current progress and evaluate factors that facilitate 

changes in trajectory, thereby implementing strategies to promote recovery and reduce 

hindrances to it. These trajectory findings can also help pilots make informed decisions about 

their engagement in the sport, such as adjusting goals to align with a more joy-focused 

identity if they are stuck in a performance-driven loop (Carless & Douglas, 2013; Chun et al., 

2023; S. Liu et al., 2025). 

Pilots can assess whether a wing control course would be suitable for them. The 

findings from study three suggest that pilots experiencing fear injury may benefit from 

seeking out training environments that match the facilitative profile described above: 

instructors who model vulnerability (Hägglund et al., 2019, 2024), courses that emphasise 

graded exposure rather than rapid progression (Garrido-Palomino & España-Romero, 2023; 

Gustafsson et al., 2017; Meierbachtol et al., 2020), peer groups in which fear can be 

discussed (Hägglund et al., 2019; Kim et al., 2024), and contexts that promote psychological 

safety (Cooke et al., 2025). Additionally, specific training exercises designed to rebuild trust 

in equipment and decision-making can be useful ways for pilots to take practical steps 
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towards recovery (Wadey et al., 2011). Pilots can also use the shared vocabulary and 

trajectory findings to offer support to peers, promoting shared reality (Solstad et al., 2022) 

and contributing to peer emotion regulation within the community (Hulsey & Wolf, 2025), 

thereby modelling vulnerability and creating enhanced psychological safety within the 

community (Cooke et al., 2025; Hägglund et al., 2019). 

Instructors and Guides 

For instructors and guides, the applied contributions of the research centre on the 

design and delivery of training environments. Findings indicate that a facilitative 

environment, defined by the combination of high challenge and high support (Sarkar & Page, 

2022), is central to the restorative potential of wing control training. Practically, this means 

structuring courses so that pilots are exposed to demanding scenarios within a system of 

scaffolding that makes the challenge tolerable: equipment checks on day one, over-water 

training contexts with rescue cover, progressive sequencing of manoeuvres from basic pitch 

and roll inputs through to asymmetric collapses and spirals, and pacing tailored to the 

individual pilot rather than a fixed group timetable. Instructors can structure courses to 

introduce dynamic situations such as collapses and stalls incrementally, ensuring, where this 

is within their control, that pilots are not subjected to sudden, high-intensity manoeuvres. The 

sequencing observed in study three aligns with the principles of graded exposure, well 

established in the treatment of anxiety disorders (Gustafsson et al., 2017) and increasingly 

applied in sport injury rehabilitation (Meierbachtol et al., 2020) and in climbing-specific 

interventions (Garrido-Palomino & España-Romero, 2023). Training scenarios designed 

specifically to improve decision-making and risk assessment reinforce pilots' sense of agency 

and rebuild trust in their own judgment. The characteristics of fear injury identified in the 

current research can be used by those involved in training to identify pilots who may be 

struggling and to adjust the training pace or intensity accordingly. Pilots showing signs of 
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collapsed trust, heightened irrational fear, or withdrawal from peer interaction may benefit 

from a slower pace, additional time on foundational skills, or one-to-one debriefs, regardless 

of where their stated skill level would otherwise place them in the curriculum. 

The research findings point to the value of instructors openly discussing their own 

fears, mistakes, and recovery processes during briefings and debriefings. When an instructor 

or guide is unable to recall relevant personal experiences, they can draw on public accounts. 

This pattern of instructor vulnerability is consistent with wider work on the upside of shared 

vulnerability in performance environments (Hägglund et al., 2019), and instructors can be 

supported to develop this aspect of their practice through training that frames vulnerability 

not as a threat to authority but as a pedagogical resource that enables more honest 

conversations about fear and more effective help-seeking. Video debriefs, also identified as a 

powerful learning mechanism (Pearson et al., 2025), can be designed to centre on causal 

reasoning about input and wing behaviour rather than on performance evaluation, supporting 

the shift from intellectual to experiential knowing. A specific implication for course design is 

that a wing control course tailored to pilots with an active fear injury may differ from a 

standard course. Tailoring might include extended equipment checks, enhanced psychological 

support, ground-skills development, in-depth individual feedback, a narrower initial focus on 

basic skills and manoeuvres, and collaboration between the lead instructor and a mental 

health professional. This kind of interdisciplinary collaboration is increasingly recognised as 

best practice in athlete mental health provision (Henriksen et al., 2020; Reardon et al., 2019) 

and, specifically, in high-risk sport return-to-participation (Lee & Mei-Dan, 2025). 

Paragliding Community 

The broader paragliding community includes community leaders, podcast hosts, 

magazine editors, well-known pilots, and clubs. By actively promoting the use of the term 

fear injury and its associated characteristics in safety briefings and discussions, members of 
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the broader paragliding community play a role in inculcating a shared language that can help 

to reduce feelings of stigma and isolation (Ebert et al., 2024; Kim et al., 2024; Solstad et al., 

2022). Similarly, community leaders can be mindful that pressure to fly cross-country, push 

performance or conceal fear contributed to the stagnating trajectory, while feeling supported 

and able to discuss emotions openly supported the improving trajectory (Hägglund et al., 

2019; Roy-Davis et al., 2017; Vella et al., 2024). Community-level media and discussions 

have direct consequences for individual recovery (Tamminen & Gaudreau, 2014). Within the 

community, there are opportunities to establish groups where pilots can share experiences of 

fear injury (Kim et al., 2024; S. Liu et al., 2025). As role models, community leaders can 

advocate for and model psychological safety and vulnerability (Cooke et al., 2025; Hägglund 

et al., 2019, 2024). The wider paragliding community may also help identify early indicators 

of fear injury in peers and offer support or share information (Henriksen et al., 2020; Reardon 

et al., 2019). Paragliding clubs can help to reinforce the value of a joy-focused approach to 

the sport, which was identified as central to the improving trajectory. 

Extending Beyond the Paragliding Context 

The definition and characteristics of fear injury constructed in this thesis offer an 

initial grounded theory for understanding post-adversity experiences that may be relevant 

beyond paragliding. The lived experience of fear, adversity, and embodied risk has been 

documented across a range of high-risk sports, suggesting common psychological 

mechanisms (Brymer & Schweitzer, 2013; Frühauf et al., 2017; Mo et al., 2026). For 

example, athletes, professionals, and researchers in other high-risk sport domains such as 

rock climbing (Garrido-Palomino & España-Romero, 2023), big-wave surfing (Wiersma, 

2014), wingsuit flying (Arijs et al., 2017), BASE jumping (Kerr & Houge Mackenzie, 2020), 

and mountaineering (Jackman et al., 2023) may be able to apply and extend this research into 

the experiences of practitioners. Comparable forms of psychological disruption following 
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adverse event exposure have also been documented in high-risk occupational contexts, 

including first responders and rescue workers (Pink et al., 2021; Tan et al., 2022), where 

vicarious and direct exposure to adverse events produce psychological consequences that 

may overlap conceptually with fear injury. 

Limitations 

There are limitations that should be considered when interpreting the findings 

presented in this thesis. The first limitation concerns the boundaries of the sample. Across the 

three studies, participants were predominantly English-speaking, recreational and competitive 

paraglider pilots from high-income countries. Cultural attitudes toward risk, emotional 

expression, vulnerability, mental health, and community support vary substantially across 

regions, and these variations are likely to shape both how fear injury is experienced and how 

it is articulated (Nichter, 2010; Ryba et al., 2013). A second limitation concerns the 

demarcation between fear injury and adjacent clinical constructs. The thesis distinguishes fear 

injury from related constructs in participant accounts. However, formal clinical assessment 

was not conducted, and the studies were not designed to determine whether individual pilots 

met diagnostic criteria for any clinical condition (American Psychiatric Association, 2022). 

The boundaries between fear injury and clinically diagnosable conditions, therefore, remain 

to be specified empirically, and the prevalence of co-occurring conditions among pilots 

experiencing fear injury is unknown. 

Future Research 

Exploring the Diagnostic Boundaries 

Future research should seek to understand the boundaries and intersections between 

clinical mental health conditions and fear injury, which would help clarify when a referral to 

clinical mental health services is necessary versus when sport-specific interventions are 

sufficient. Mixed methods research could combine validated clinical screening tools with 



FEAR OF FLYING  179 

   
 

qualitative interviewing, enabling researchers to determine the proportion of pilots 

experiencing fear injury who meet clinical thresholds, identify subgroups with distinct co-

morbidity profiles, and clarify decision points for clinical referral (Gouttebarge et al., 2021). 

Expanding the Cultural Context 

The participants in all three studies were predominantly English-speaking pilots from 

high-income countries in the Global North (e.g., the USA, the UK, and Europe). Cultural 

attitudes toward risk, vulnerability, mental health, and community support vary significantly 

across the globe (Ryba et al., 2013), and medical anthropology research has demonstrated 

that distress is expressed, named, and understood through culturally specific “idioms of 

distress” (Kaiser & Jo Weaver, 2019; Nichter, 2010). Within elite sport specifically, research 

shows that cultural factors shape how mental health symptoms manifest and whether athletes 

seek help (Castaldelli-Maia et al., 2019). Future research should explore how fear injury is 

experienced, expressed, and managed in different cultural contexts (e.g., South America, 

Asia, Africa). This would determine whether fear injury is culturally specific or whether 

variations exist in expression or recovery trajectories. Particular value lies in studying 

paragliding communities in regions where the sport carries different economic and 

occupational meanings for example, where tandem flying is a primary livelihood rather than a 

recreational activity (Houge Mackenzie & Kerr, 2013; Karakoyun & Golcuk, 2023), or where 

pilot communities are smaller and access to formal training, equipment, and mental health 

support is more constrained (Castaldelli-Maia et al., 2019). In livelihood contexts, fear injury 

may carry distinct stakes, since withdrawal from flying may mean withdrawal from income, 

and decisions about whether to fly may be shaped by economic dependence and the 

emotional labour of guiding clients as much as by personal recovery readiness (Houge 

Mackenzie & Kerr, 2013). 
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Predisposing and Protective Factors 

The thesis identified factors that facilitate or hinder recovery once fear injury is 

established but did not systematically investigate the factors that predispose some pilots to 

develop fear injury. Several potential predisposing factors could be investigated. First, 

research has indicated that prior adverse experiences or cumulative exposure to traumatic 

events increase the risk of developing post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Even et al., 

2024). Elite athletes show elevated PTSD prevalence relative to the general population (Aron 

et al., 2019; Tuakli-Wosornu et al., 2022). Pilots who have witnessed accidents or fatalities in 

the community before their own adverse event may have a predisposed risk for fear injury. 

Similarly, prior mental health history is a documented predictor of psychological response to 

physical injury and adversity in athletes. A recent review of athlete mental health and injury 

concluded that mental health disorders in athletes are associated with increased injury risk 

and post-injury outcomes, including prolonged recovery times, increased rates of injury 

recurrence, and decreased rates of return to sport (Rogers et al., 2024). Within the broader 

trauma literature, women are more likely than men to have a history of mental illness that 

contributes to subsequent PTSD severity (Haering et al., 2024). Finally, gender may be a 

particularly predisposing factor to consider, especially in high-risk sports. Men have more 

accidents than women despite reporting similar risk-taking (Blanch & Martínez, 2025), and 

women show higher PTSD prevalence and severity than men following comparable events 

(Haering et al., 2024). Whether fear injury manifests, evolves, or recovers differently in 

women than in men warrants exploration. 

Exploring Interventions 

Virtual reality (VR) appears to be a promising intervention that would allow pilots to 

rehearse responses to adverse events such as collapses or stalls in a controlled environment, 

potentially rebuilding trust without the physical risks of real-world training. VR exposure 
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therapy has established efficacy in the treatment of specific phobias, anxiety disorders, and 

PTSD (Zeng et al., 2025), and is increasingly being applied in sport-injury contexts to reduce 

kinesiophobia, re-injury anxiety, and emotional barriers to return to sport (Demeco et al., 

2024). A paragliding-specific application already exists (Flight Coach, n.d.; 

https://flightcoach.nl/the-company/), but the efficacy has not been formally evaluated. 

Mindfulness-based approaches have been used in sport to support psychological 

adaptation in athletes following injury, with consistent benefits for anxiety, acceptance, and 

psychological well-being (S. Liu & Noh, 2024). Such approaches map onto the embodied 

dimension of fear injury foregrounded in this thesis. 

General Conclusion 

Paraglider pilots used the term “fear injury” in podcasts, at launch sites, and in private 

conversations, but it had no formal definition, no documented characteristics, and no 

specified relationship to existing constructs in sport psychology. The three studies presented 

in this thesis took the community’s term as a starting point for inquiry rather than as a 

phenomenon to be translated into pre-existing language. The result is a grounded, 

phenomenologically textured, and ethnographically situated account of what fear injury is, 

how it is lived over time, and how the conditions associated with recovery can be cultivated 

in practice. 

Across the three studies, fear injury was understood as a distinct construct within the 

survival with impairment trajectory (Carver, 1998), characterised by the interaction of 

collapsed trust, re-evaluated risk, heightened irrational fear, embodied fear responses, and 

psychosocial disruption. It is initiated by adverse events experienced as sudden, 

uncontrollable, and confusing; it is lived in the body and within the social fabric of the 

paragliding community; and it follows non-linear trajectories that diverge across embodied, 

identity, agency, and relational dimensions. While fear injury overlaps with adjacent 

https://flightcoach.nl/the-company/
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constructs such as post-traumatic stress disorder, kinesiophobia, performance blocks, choking 

under pressure, and burnout, the integration of its embodied, cognitive, social, and identity 

dimensions, anchored to a discrete adverse event experienced as sudden, uncontrollable, and 

confusing, distinguishes it from each. 

The thesis makes three principal contributions. Theoretically, it establishes fear injury 

as a defined construct, locates it within the broader landscape of responses to adversity in 

sport, and extends sport injury and recovery models into a high-risk context in which the 

precipitating adversity may not involve physical injury. Methodologically, it demonstrates the 

value of combining grounded theory, longitudinal phenomenological analysis, and focused 

ethnography as complementary qualitative methods that progressively deepen understanding 

of a single construct. In practice, it articulates the conditions, namely graded exposure, 

instructor modelling of vulnerability, a balance of challenge and support, and a deliberately 

cultivated peer environment, that appear to support recovery from fear injury, and offers 

actionable recommendations for individual pilots, instructors, and the wider paragliding 

community. 

The cultural specificity of fear injury, its diagnostic boundaries with clinical 

constructs, its predisposing and protective factors, and the efficacy of formal interventions all 

warrant empirical attention. Fear injury may also prove relevant beyond paragliding, in other 

high-risk sports and in high-risk occupational contexts in which practitioners are repeatedly 

exposed to uncertainty, accidents, and the serious consequences of error. By formalising a 

community-derived construct and demonstrating how it can be lived, navigated, and worked 

through, this thesis offers a foundation for further inquiry. More fundamentally, it returns to 

the paragliding community a language that they themselves generated, now grounded in 

evidence and equipped with an initial grounded theory that can support pilots, instructors, and 
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clubs in recognising fear injury, legitimising the experience, and supporting one another 

through it. 
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Chapter Six: Researcher Reflections 

I dove into this project heart first, and over the last four years, I subsisted on that 

intrinsic motivation to finish this project. Every time I doubted myself, I remembered my 

deeper why – to truly understand fear injury. 

I’ve known Dr Matt Wilkes since 2012. I was working as a tandem paragliding pilot 

in Nepal, and Matt was working as a doctor at a remote health post in the Himalayas. Matt 

came to Pokhara to paraglide and flew as my parahawking passenger. We remained friends, 

and at the end of 2021, Matt mentioned that he had an idea for a PhD project on fear injury. 

 

Although I was still paragliding in 2021, a lot had changed since those carefree days 

in Nepal, and I had decided to stop paragliding professionally in 2020. Part of that decision 

was due to the uncertainty of the pandemic, but I was also navigating personal uncertainty. 

After dedicating the previous decade of my life to paragliding, I began to feel I needed to 
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make a change. The truth was that the uncertainty was more than a fear of retirement; I was 

afraid of paragliding. I was afraid to hurt myself, but even more of hurting someone else. So, 

when Matt pitched the idea of researching fear injury, I was instantly in. It was an invitation 

to explore something I had personally struggled with while giving me a road map to follow. 

This PhD was an exploration of myself as much as it was of fear injury. 

So, one sunny afternoon sitting on a log beside a bike path in Amsterdam, I opened 

my laptop and began a conversation with Matt that eventually led to this project. I had some 

experience with qualitative research from my master’s program in medical anthropology, but 

to say I was naive seems like an understatement. Still, my enthusiasm, blind optimism, and 

curiosity were stronger than my fear or doubt. 

Positionality 

Looking back, my positionality as an experienced pilot and someone who has lived 

through fear injury was an asset. It allowed me to connect with participants through shared 

language and experience – we had a shorthand. I already knew what they meant when they 

used paragliding-specific terminology like “big ears.” I knew what it felt like to be in a rough 

thermal, to be in a cloud, to be in the air wanting to be on the ground. This allowed for a 

depth of connection and rapport that an outsider could never have achieved. Pilots were able 

to share their stories without having to explain paragliding or the paragliding experience to 

me. However, as an insider, I carried with me a personal narrative and history of paragliding 

and fear injury. Throughout this project, as I navigated the tension between my insider 

perspective and my position as a researcher, I was conscious that my lived experience would 

influence how I interpreted the interviews and analysed the data. In practice, this was 

challenging and required constant reflexivity. During the interviews, I was aware of how my 

positionality may influence the questions I asked and the topics I found interesting. 

Considering this, the interviews were semi-structured rather than structured. I asked open-
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ended questions and allowed participants to elaborate without interrupting them. I wanted to 

give participants the time and space to talk about what was important to them rather than 

keep the conversation on a pre-determined track. 

Overall, my strategy was successful; however, a couple of interviews felt 

overwhelming. One participant spoke continuously for 45 minutes in response to my first 

question, which was meant to build rapport and understand how they started paragliding. 

Another participant started crying while answering the first question and continued to cry 

throughout the interview. I expected participants might become emotional or experience some 

emotional distress, and I had prepared myself well. In that interview, I was grateful that I had 

understood the importance of a trauma-informed approach (Alessi & Kahn, 2023) and how to 

implement the recommendations in practice. Additionally, I felt comfortable since I 

undertook training and became certified in psychological first aid. Despite some of these 

challenging moments, I maintained my composure and gently guided participants through the 

interviews. After the first couple of interviews, I learned how to move gracefully through 

building rapport, discussing in-depth personal topics, lightening the mood, and closing the 

interview on a positive note. These conversations were the highlight of the research process. I 

loved talking to people, and it was a privilege to hear their stories. 

During the analysis phases, I was also conscious of my positionality. As I read 

through the transcripts, line by line, I asked myself what the participant was saying. I thought 

about the words they chose, the meaning behind them, and questioned my assumptions about 

what they meant. All of my supervisors played a critical role in this process. Having a team 

who were curious and invested in the research was invaluable. They challenged my 

assumptions and asked insightful questions. I learned that my lived experience was a 

powerful tool, but it was also essential to create some analytic distance to foreground the 

participants’ perspectives. 
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Research Design 

As a novice qualitative researcher, I can now see how I built a mountain of data (90 

interviews, participant diaries, field notes, and analytical memos) to scale. There were days 

when I felt completely overwhelmed, staring at transcripts and wondering how I would ever 

make sense of it all. Of course, my supervisors advised me to keep it manageable, but I was 

determined not to miss anything. Ultimately, it was worth it. I’m proud of what all these 

studies reveal about fear injury. The results could not have been as in-depth or as nuanced 

without the participant stories. I’m also certain that the design and methodology worked well 

in exploring the research aims and delivering deep insight. 

If I were to begin again with what I know now, there are decisions I would make 

differently. I would scope the data set more tightly from the outset, particularly in Study 2, 

where the volume of longitudinal interview and diary material exceeded what was strictly 

necessary for the idiographic depth that interpretative phenomenological analysis demands. 

The richness was a gift, but it also extended the analysis phase considerably and, at times, 

obscured rather than revealed the patterns I was looking for. I would also build in more 

deliberate pauses between phases of fieldwork. Moving directly from the grounded theory 

interviews into the longitudinal study, and then into the ethnographic fieldwork, meant that 

the analytic insights from one study sometimes had to be developed in parallel with the data 

collection of the next. With more space between studies, the conceptual scaffolding from each 

piece would have been more fully integrated before the next began. These are not regrets so 

much as observations about the trade-offs that come with an ambitious multi-study design 

undertaken by a single researcher. I would still choose this design again, but I would 

approach it slightly differently. 
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Remote Research 

One of the most significant challenges of this project was that it was conducted almost 

entirely remotely. I spent the majority of the doctoral period away from the University of 

Portsmouth, working from wherever I was in the world. My supervisors were generous with 

their time and engaged thoughtfully whenever we met, and the structured meetings we held 

were genuinely productive. My supervisors also emphasised the importance of attending 

conferences to engage with other researchers in the field. What I missed, however, was the 

texture of daily academic life that I now understand to be a substantial part of how qualitative 

researchers learn their craft. I missed the hallway conversations after a seminar in which 

someone offered a sharper way of framing an argument. I missed the coffee break where a 

colleague mentioned a paper I had not encountered. I missed sitting in a shared office and 

overhearing how a more experienced researcher works through a difficult analytic decision. 

This absence shaped the experience of the doctorate in ways that I think examiners 

reading this thesis should be aware of. Qualitative analysis, in particular, benefits from being 

able to think aloud with people who are doing similar work, and I often did not have that 

available in real time. I compensated by reading widely, writing detailed analytic memos that 

served partly as conversations with myself, and making the most of supervisory meetings. I 

also leaned heavily on the wider qualitative sport psychology literature and on the 

methodological writing of researchers whose work I admired. These compensations were 

sufficient to produce the work presented in this thesis, but they were not equivalent to 

collaborating in person. 

Cultural Change 

Perhaps the most rewarding part of this journey has been witnessing the cultural shift 

within the paragliding community. When I started, I distinctly remember a World Cup pilot 

telling me that my research topic was useless. His opinion was that there was no room for 
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fear in this sport, and anyone who was scared should simply quit. That conversation made me 

feel apprehensive. Was this how most pilots felt? Was this project completely useless? Today, 

that narrative has shifted dramatically. Top competition pilots, such as Maxime Pinot, are 

now openly discussing their struggles with fear injury (McClurg, 2025). This thesis feels 

perfectly timed. Pilots are already reaching out to me via email or through friends, asking for 

the articles. I think the results will be received with openness and curiosity – I can’t wait to 

share them! 

My personal fear injury 

I am flying happily again! I have shifted from a performance-oriented identity to a 

joy-focused one in flying. That reorientation has been more freeing than I expected, and it has 

restored my relationship with the sport. I have also changed my equipment, and I now fly a 

lower-performance, more forgiving glider and a harness that suits my body and the kind of 

flying I want to do. Sitting with pilots, in person and on video calls, listening to them talk 

honestly about fear, loss, recovery, and joy, gave me a felt sense of shared meaning that I had 

not realised I was missing. Several participants told me that the interview was the first time 

they had spoken openly about their fear injury, and I felt privileged to hear their stories. What 

I notice flying now is that the irrational fear has lifted, the embodied responses have 

quietened, the trust has been rebuilt, the identity has been reconstructed, and the community 

has felt supportive. I fly less than I used to, but that will change as soon as this thesis is 

submitted! 

Personal and Professional Growth 

This thesis is a testament to my evolution and growth as a qualitative researcher. I 

began as a pilot seeking answers for myself, armed with enthusiasm but limited experience in 

qualitative research. I conclude as a scholar capable of designing, executing, and critically 

evaluating a complex, multi-study qualitative project. I have embraced the messiness of the 
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human experience while navigating it within a structured, reflexive, and ethical framework to 

produce trustworthy and rigorous results. The challenges I have overcome and the growth I 

have experienced have prepared me to contribute meaningfully to the broader field of sport 

psychology and specifically to high-risk sport research. I don’t know what my next step is 

just yet, but going forward, I look forward to more of the same! I want to continue to conduct 

qualitative research in sports psychology, share this work with the community, and, of course, 

fly as much as possible. 
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