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Adventure Therapy with Girls
At-Risk: Responses to Outdoor
Experiential Activities
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The purpose of this interpretive study was to explore the feelings, attitudes, and perceptions of
girls at-risk following their participation in outdoor experiential activities in the context of
adventure therapy. The experiential activities included 4-day backpacking trips and high and low
ropes course initiatives. The girls resided in a same-gender outdoor-based psychiatric rehabili-
tation facility. In-depth interviews were conducted and the qualitative data were analyzed
through constant comparison. Nine girls between the ages of 13 and 18 participated in the study.
Four major themes encompassing perceptions of trust, empowerment, teamwork, and the
recognition of personal value were constructed from the data. Practical and theoretical implica-
tions for therapeutic recreation include concepts surrounding issues of empowerment and
constructivism.
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Introduction
According to the Office of Juvenile Justice

and Delinquency Prevention, the juvenile pop-
ulation as a whole is expected to increase 8%
between 1995 and 2015 (Snyder & Sickmund,
1999). As a result, the nation's youth who are
considered to be at-risk are potentially increas-
ing in numbers. Factors that may cause youth
to be identified as being at-risk include pov-
erty, physical or learning disabilities, being a
victim of crime, abuse or neglect, and having
parents who abuse substances (Bureau for At-
Risk Youth, 2001a). Such factors can place
youth at a greater risk for one or more of the
following: substance abuse, low educational
achievement, antisocial behavior, violence,
gangs, school truancy or dropout, running
away, teen pregnancy, depression, or suicide
(Bureau for At-Risk Youth).

Witt and Crompton (1996) emphasized that
the significant challenges presented by at-risk
youth have sparked an intense interest among
some recreation agencies to target this popu-
lation in their programming. Recreation-based
prevention and intervention services for youth
at-risk have been in demand and have become
more prevalent in recent years (Witt & Cromp-
ton). However, the overall concept behind
such programs has existed within the field
since the early 20th century. The play and
recreation movements of the past concentrated
on developing character and providing alter-
natives to other forms of less desirable leisure
expression (Kelly & Godbey, 1992). As stated
by Witt and Crompton:

The field has a distinguished heritage in
this area. Indeed, a primary cornerstone
upon which public recreation services
were founded was the belief that recre-
ation can make a substantive contribu-
tion to alleviate the impact of nonpro-
ductive, personally destructive, and/or
antisocial actions by youth, (p. 3)

This cornerstone still exists in today's recre-
ation services.

In general, the problems of today's youth
have intensified over the years to where inter-
ventions from many different service areas
remain crucial. Various types of recreation
services, human services, and health care or-
ganizations have also reacted to the alarming
statistics concerning youth at-risk, including
therapeutic recreation service providers. One
type of program more recently introduced in
the field of therapeutic recreation, which ad-
dresses the needs of troubled youth, is adven-
ture therapy (Berman & Davis-Berman, 2000;
Datillo, 2000).

Adventure Therapy
Adventure therapy is used as an interven-

tion within the field of therapeutic recreation
where outdoor experiential activities can be
used to accomplish treatment-related goals
(Datillo, 2000). The nature of experiences
within such a therapy provides therapeutic
recreation specialists with a useful technique
to facilitate behavioral and attitudinal change
within their clients (Datillo). Adventure ther-
apy can provide empowering outcomes for
those who experience low self-perceptions and
who engage in self-destructive behaviors.

Adventure therapy can occur in wilderness
settings or within a variety of facility-based
settings (e.g., inclusive, psychiatric, physical
rehabilitation, educational, and correctional;
Datillo, 2000). Adventure therapy programs
are often used in therapeutic recreation con-
texts to treat individuals who have been diag-
nosed with mental health problems (Berman &
Davis-Berman, 1995, 2000; Chakravorty,
Trunnell, & Ellis, 1995; Datillo; Pommier &
Witt, 1995; Tate & Ellis, 1997). Although
adventure therapy is sometimes used as an
ancillary treatment to more traditional thera-
pies in the psychiatric setting, it can also be
used as the sole treatment modality (Berman &
Davis-Berman). When adventure activities are
used as therapy, programs typically involve
processes of assessment, planning, strategic
techniques, and documentation of change with
the individual client and group of clients (Ber-
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man & Davis-Berman; Brasile, Skalko, & bur-
lingame, 1998).

In addition, when adventure therapy is pro-
vided as an intervention for at-risk youth,
issues concerning gender should be taken into
account by therapists. According to Gilligan
(1991), evidence has indicated that the psy-
chological needs of adolescent boys and girls
are different in therapy because boys are more
likely than girls to experience psychological
crises in early childhood, while girls are more
likely than boys to experience such crises
during adolescence. Psychological crises for
adolescent girls may be characterized by an
increase in depression, eating disorders, poor
body image, suicidal thoughts and gestures,
and a decrease in girls' sense of self-worth
(Gilligan, 1991). Girls experiencing these
mental health conditions may be considered to
be at-risk and labeled as such (Henderson &
King, 1998). Gilligan (1991, 1993) also ex-
plained that therapy programs focusing solely
on girls' needs can provide a structure that can
strengthen healthy resistance and courage of
adolescent girls experiencing psychological
crises; same gender therapy programs can
help adolescent girls recover lost voices and
to tell lost stories they do not usually get to
tell.

Previous research has revealed benefits of
adventure therapy for youth at-risk (e.g., team-
work and increase in self-esteem); however,
research on adventure therapy programs used
in mental health settings that incorporate same
gender environments for girls has been sparse.
In addition, therapeutic recreation programs
using such an intervention have shown to vary
in the long-term impact of outcomes (Chakra-
vorty, Trunnell, & Ellis, 1995; Hunter, 1987;
Voight, 1988; Witman, 1993; Witman & Mun-
son, 1992). Therefore, the overall purpose of
this study was to explore adolescent at-risk
girls' self-perceptions and meanings attached
to activities after their participation in adven-
ture therapy programs provided at a same
gender psychiatric facility.

Literature Review
At-Risk Youth and Therapeutic
Recreation

Recently, the Bureau for At-Risk Youth
(2001b) reported national statistics concerning
youth 18 years and under where the following
incidences occurred within a 15-day period in
the month of January 2001: (a) 20,493 youth
had been arrested for drug abuse; (b) 695 had
been wounded or killed by handguns; (c)
4,554 had been arrested for violent crimes; (d)
7,590 had been arrested as runaways; and (e)
21,632 babies had been born to unwed teenage
girls. The Education Commission of the States
(ECS; 1988) Response on Youth At-Risk de-
clared that the increasing number of young
people who are disconnected from their home
or society pose grave threats to this nation's
future, not to mention their own. Berman and
Davis-Berman (1995) defined troubled youth
or at-risk youth as those who have mental
health problems or those who are in or have a
propensity to enter into the juvenile court sys-
tem.

Prevention and interventions can be vital
for these troubled youth, whether these ser-
vices are provided through correctional, edu-
cational, community, and/or mental health ser-
vices. Therapeutic recreation practitioners
may encounter youth at-risk in different set-
tings such as parks and recreation youth ser-
vices programs, schools, inpatient/outpatient
clinical treatment centers, correctional facili-
ties, and outdoor camping programs (ECS,
1988; Gass, 1993; Kraus & Shank, 1992;
Krichbaum & Alston, 1991; Loughmiller,
1965; Schleien & O'Morrow, 1981; Schoel,
Prouty, & Radcliffe, 1988). However, the ma-
jority of therapeutic programs for troubled
youth fall under two categories: mental health
or correctional (Berman & Davis-Berman,
1995). According to Carter, Van Andel, and
Robb (1995), therapeutic considerations and
clientele characteristics are similar within
these two areas. Common therapeutic recre-
ation programs provided within mental health
or correctional settings for at-risk youth may
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include social skills training, relaxation/stress
reduction activities, family therapy, coping
skills management, conflict management, as-
sertiveness training, substance abuse therapy,
and adventure therapy (Carter et al., 1995).

Adventure Therapy and
Therapeutic Recreation

Adventure therapy is an intervention used
in therapeutic recreation for at-risk youth pop-
ulations (Datillo, 2000; Ewert, 1989; Gass,
1993). Most adventure therapy programs are
geared toward youth who have been diagnosed
with mental health problems (Berman &
Davis-Berman, 2000). Outdoor experiential/
adventure activities such as ropes course initi-
atives and outdoor activities (e.g., hiking,
backpacking, rock climbing, camping, and ca-
noe/raft trips) are often included in adventure
therapy programs (Berman & Davis-Berman,
1995; Datillo, 2000; Robb & Ewert, 1987).
Mental health programs use these activities in
a variety of ways. Generally, components of
adventure activities (e.g., trust, personal
growth, and actual or perceived risk taking)
are used intentionally in an attempt to help
participants experience feelings of personal
worth and to assume responsibility for their
own actions (Berman & Davis-Berman, 1995,
2000; Datillo, 2000). As a result, attitudes
developed during such experiences may help
modify or eliminate inappropriate social be-
haviors or self-destructive behaviors (Ewert,
1989). Since adventure therapy for at-risk
youth can encourage and enhance individual
and group responsibility, decision-making,
and self-reflection, it can be appropriately ap-
plied as an ancillary therapy to traditional
therapies or as a sole therapy within the mental
health setting (Berman & Davis-Berman,
2000; Johnson, 1992; Kimball, 1990; Lau-
rence & Stuart, 1990; Schoel et al., 1988;
Voight, 1988).

Because adventure therapy incorporates
experiential activities as a means for therapeu-
tic change in client behaviors and attitudes, it
fits appropriately within the therapeutic recre-

ation paradigm. According to Austin (1999),
three principles that exist within adventure
therapy can be applied to other programs pro-
vided within therapeutic recreation. First, ad-
venture therapy can provide individualized
challenges, which are achievable by the client
and which lead to positive outcomes. Assisting
clients to achieve a balance between individual
challenge and skills is a key goal within the
therapeutic recreation process (Peterson &
Stumbo, 2000). Adventure therapy programs
can provide an atmosphere for behavioral and
attitudinal change and empower clients to de-
velop more appropriate social behaviors and
self-perceptions (Ewert, 1989; Kimball, 1990;
Laurence & Stuart, 1990; Teschner & Wolter,
1984). Secondly, as in other therapeutic recre-
ation contexts, the facilitator's role in adven-
ture therapy is vital for therapeutic change;
however, the emphasis remains on the client
being able to increasingly become more re-
sponsible for changes in him/herself and in the
treatment process (Austin). The goal is for the
client to become empowered and ultimately
self-determined. These concepts are essential
outcomes in therapeutic recreation interven-
tions. The third principle incorporates the im-
portance of processing techniques as being
critical to the client's treatment outcomes
within therapeutic recreation and adventure
therapy. Processing techniques may involve
frontloading (addressing individual and group
goals and expectations before the activity) and
debriefing (providing closure and addressing
individual and/or group treatment issues after
the activity; Datillo, 2000). Behavioral, cogni-
tive, and psychosocial changes and empower-
ing conditions can be enhanced and general-
ized to other areas in the client's life as a result
of such processing techniques (Austin; Datillo;
Ewert).

The Efficacy of Adventure
Therapy

Research in the fields of therapeutic recre-
ation and psychology have demonstrated that
adventure programs can be used to foster the
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development of coping skills among adoles-
cents considered to be at-risk and who have
behavioral and/or emotional problems (Hunt-
er, 1987; Kimball, 1990; Parker & Stolten-
berg, 1995; Rawson, 1978; Voight, 1988; Wit-
man, 1993; Witman & Munson, 1992). For
example, Hunter found that adjudicated ado-
lescent males participating in a short-term ad-
venture program were individually affected in
a profound and positive way. Participants in
his study experienced an increase in self-con-
fidence, appropriate communication, helping
others in the group, and a willingness to ex-
press opinions and needs. Parker and Stolten-
berg concluded that behaviors related to self-
esteem, locus of control, and apathy of boys
at-risk for delinquency improved after partic-
ipating in a treatment program utilizing coun-
seling and adventure-based interventions.

Conversely, Voight (1988) reported nega-
tive psychological effects such as increased
levels of anxiety and stress after participants
finished ropes course activities. She suggested
that adventure activities could have a positive
impact upon adolescents with emotional prob-
lems if program providers created experiences
that were focused on the individual needs of
the participants. Witman and Munson (1992)
examined the outcomes of co-educational
adventure activities for adolescents in psychi-
atric hospitals. Their study suggested that a
notable deficiency existed in the documenta-
tion of identified outcomes from adventure
activities as perceived by the adolescents
themselves.

Although different outcomes were noted
between several studies, several authors advo-
cated for taking a therapeutic approach to
adventure programs for at-risk youth (Berman
& Davis-Berman, 2000; Voight, 1988; Wit-
man & Munson, 1992). This would involve the
processes of assessment, treatment planning,
strategies, and documentation of change when
working with individual clients. Such pro-
cesses are central to therapeutic recreation
practice.

Adventure Therapy and At-Risk
Girls

Much of the research on adventure therapy
programs for at-risk youth has concentrated on
adolescent male or co-educational environ-
ments (Hunter, 1987; Parker & Stoltenberg,
1995; Pommier & Witt, 1995; Tate & Ellis,
1997; Voight, 1988; Witman, 1993; Witman &
Munson, 1992). Yet, Witman provided evi-
dence of gender-based differences between fe-
male and male adolescents who participate in
adventure therapy programs. Conclusions
from his study indicated that the female par-
ticipants supported the value of the trust activ-
ities more, while the male participants were
more focused on power and control concerns
as they related to the activities. Culp (1998)
concluded that single gender programs within
outdoor recreation allowed girls opportunities
to learn skills that they might not try if they
were in a co-educational group. Mason and
Wilson (1988) found that feelings of inferior-
ity increased among girls who participated in
outdoor activities in mixed gender environ-
ments. Because fewer girls engage in destruc-
tive behaviors than boys, co-ed rehabilitation
programs typically have a higher ratio of boys
than girls (Mason & Wilson). As a result,
co-ed programs have the potential to reinforce
feelings of inferiority when adolescent girls
are in environments dominated by adolescent
boys (Gilligan, 1991, 1993). In addition, crit-
ics of co-ed programs suggest that mixed en-
vironments most likely prevent girls from en-
countering positive reinforcements of then-
perceptions of self (Gilligan, 1991, 1993; Lev-
itt, 1994; Mason & Wilson; Porter, 1996).
Overall, the conclusions made from programs
dominated by adolescent male participants
may not necessarily generalize to the needs of
adolescent female participants (Burdsal &
Buel, 1980; Gilligan, 1993; Mason & Wilson).

Mason and Wilson (1988) suggested same
gender environments were needed to fully
achieve the aims of adventure therapy pro-
grams for adolescent girls. Since most of the
literature focuses on rehabilitative adventure
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therapy programs for males or co-ed environ-
ments, we know little about at-risk girls' feel-
ings concerning their behavior and treatment
in this type of setting. As a result, research
studies focused on girls' participation in same-
gender outdoor adventure/therapy programs
are needed (Culp, 1998; Levitt, 1994; Porter,
1996).

Purpose of Study
The purpose of this interpretive study was

to examine how 9 residents in a single gender
outdoor residential psychiatric rehabilitation
center for adolescent girls at-risk perceived
themselves after participating in adventure
therapy programs offered by the facility. The
study also focused on the girls' interpretations
of such outdoor adventure/experiential activi-
ties encountered during their rehabilitation
program.

Research Questions
The research questions that guided this

study were:

1. What perceptions do girls at-risk have
about themselves after participating in the ad-
venture therapy programs offered by the out-
door treatment facility where they are resi-
dents?

2. What meanings do the girls attach to
such outdoor experiential activities?

Method
An interpretive paradigm provided the

methodological framework for this study.
Such a paradigm allows for greater under-
standing of the subjective meanings the girls in
the study attached to the experiential activities
in which they participated. To address the
research questions in the study, the qualitative
method of interviewing was chosen because it
can provide some of the most powerful and
richest data among various qualitative research
methods (Henderson, 1991).

Theoretical and Methodological
Framework

Symbolic interactionism was the theoreti-
cal framework used to guide the study
(Blumer, 1969). Within this framework "sym-
bols" embedded within words provide the
source of qualitative data (Blumer, 1969; Hen-
derson, 1991). Individuals express meanings
through words not only derived from their own
experiences, but also through the interactions
and shared meanings that they have with other
people. The "symbols" embedded within
words and the meanings that people attach to
their experiences provide data regarding the
context and nature of these experiences and
their perceptions of such experiences (Blumer;
Henderson).

Interviewing is a common method to col-
lect qualitative data (Henderson, 1991). Re-
searchers who use interviewing to collect data
have the advantage of being exposed to a
variety of realities among participants. Hol-
stein and Gubrium (1995) suggested the active
interview is used by the researcher to under-
stand the "hows" of developed meaning from
the participants (the interactional, narrative
procedures of knowledge production), as well
as the "whats" of the interview technique (the
issues guiding the interview). The interviewer
becomes the research instrument and medium
in which to collect, analyze, and report the
participants' responses (Henderson).

The present study focused on the feelings,
attitudes, and perceptions that the girls had
about themselves after participating in experi-
ential/adventure activities and the meanings
they attached to the experiences. In-depth in-
terviewing, where the participants were the
experts of their own feelings and perceptions,
was the means of data collection for this study.
The girls brought their experiences to the in-
terviewer and their words were reported and
analyzed as data.

Setting
The psychiatric rehabilitation center where

the participants resided at the time of this
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study incorporated long-term residential wil-
derness camping and adventure therapy into its
programming. Within this type of setting, res-
idents commonly live in outdoor camps for up
to one year depending on the progress of their
rehabilitation. Residents are trained in and
expected to exhibit the necessary skills for
survival in challenging environments.

Within the context of long-term residential
wilderness therapy programs, adventure ther-
apy can be used to reinforce treatment and
counseling offered within such a wilderness
setting or within a facility-based setting (Da-
tillo, 2000). Adventure activities such as ropes
course elements and hiking expeditions may
be provided on or nearby the grounds of these
treatment facilities (Gass, 1993). The facility
in this study combined the outdoor survival
skills found in Campbell Loughmiller's (1965)
wilderness camping with the above character-
istics of adventure therapy programs. The ad-
venture activities offered by the facility in-
cluded three to four day backpacking/hiking
trips in the mountains of North Carolina and
experiential education sessions facilitated by a
trained ropes course instructor on an accred-
ited high and low ropes course available on the
grounds of the main campus of the facility.
(The facilitator was also employed as a sub-
stance abuse counselor for the entire facility.)
The ropes course sessions lasted up to 4 hours
and were commonly provided once a week
depending on the cohesive and cooperative
nature of the group.

The long-term residential rehabilitation fa-
cility in the study, located in rural central
North Carolina, has been in existence since
1983. The facility is divided into two cam-
puses (the main campus where the boys reside
and a separate campus for the girls), which are
approximately 5 miles apart. At the time of the
study, there were a total of 21 residents who
were girls. The girls were placed in the resi-
dential program due to a combination of issues
including aggressiveness, depression, truancy,
probation violation, detention, substance
abuse, sexual abuse, physical abuse, eating
disorders, and/or suicidal ideation or attempts.

The ages of the girl residents admitted to the
facility ranged from 9 to 18 and the length of
stay varied from one week to one year.

Participants
All potential participants in the study had

to have resided at the facility for at least 2
months. This period was chosen to give the
girls time to acclimate to living at the facility
and to have had some experience with adven-
ture activities. In addition, all potential study
participants had to have already participated in
at least one session (4 hours) of ropes course
initiatives (high or low) and one hiking trip.
The number of girl participants targeted for the
study was 7 to 10.

After the ropes course facilitator obtained a
list of the girls who met the criteria for selec-
tion, the researcher made contact with the
parent/guardian at the facility during parent
visitation days or over the phone. A descrip-
tion of the study was provided to the parents/
guardians and the participants. The researcher
assured confidentiality. Consent and confiden-
tiality forms were signed in person or sent
through the mail. The researcher, the parents/
guardians and the participants each received
copies of the forms. After the criteria were met
and appropriate consent was obtained, the final
sample consisted of 9 participants.

The girls in the study ranged in ages from
13 to 18, with the average age being 15. One
of the participants was African American; the
remaining participants were European Ameri-
can. Six of the participants in the study were
under the custody of at least one parent and 3
were under guardianship of the Department of
Social Services. The range of residential stay
for the study participants varied from 2 to 12
months with the average length of stay being 6
months. Each of the study participants had
participated in one or two backpacking trips
and between 2 and 24 sessions involving high
or low ropes course initiatives. This variability
in participation in ropes course sessions was
due to variations in dates of admittance, the
ability of each girl to participate safely (i.e.,
emotionally and physically), and scheduling
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conflicts with other therapeutic programs of-
fered at the facility.

Procedures
Prior to this study, the researcher had vol-

unteered at the girls' treatment facility for 5
months helping with daily chores/projects and
assisting the facilitator with group sessions at
the ropes course. Before beginning data col-
lection, support for conducting the study was
received from facility administrators, in addi-
tion to the consent obtained from the univer-
sity human subjects review board, the parents/
guardians, and the participants themselves.

All 9 of the girls were interviewed once
with 7 girls participating in a follow-up inter-
view (2 of the girls were discharged before the
second interview could be conducted). The
interviewer/researcher was known by all of the
participants. The interviews took place in a
private room at the girls' campus, were tape-
recorded (with permission) and transcribed by
the researcher. The length of the interviews
varied from 30 minutes to 2 hours. The time
between the follow-up interviews varied from
4 days to 3 weeks. Variations in the length of
interviews and time between interviews were
due to scheduling appropriate and convenient
times between the facility, the girls, and the
researcher. The second interview consisted of
either completing the guiding questions not
asked during the first interview and/or follow-
ing up on questions from the first interview.

The interview guide used in the study in-
cluded the following questions:

• Tell me a little bit about yourself.

• How many times have you participated
in ropes course and hiking trip activities?

• How well do you get along with the
other members in your group, your coun-
selors, and the facilitator of the ropes
course?

• How did the ropes course activities and
the hiking trip make you feel in general?
How did they make you feel about your-
self?

• What were your most and least favorite
activities? And why?

• Do you feel that you could generalize or
take what you learned about yourself
back to campus when you were in indi-
vidual and group treatment sessions? If
so . . . how? If not. . . why?

The guiding questions for the participants
were modified between interviews and became
more defined in relation to the context of each
interview while still stressing the major points
of the guide. Some of the questions in the first
interview were repeated in the second inter-
view (e.g., those concerning their feelings and
opinions regarding the experiential activities).
The conformity and repetition in the inter-
views supported the trustworthiness of the data
(Henderson, 1991). Confidentiality measures
were taken by coding tapes and transcriptions
of the interviews with pseudonyms that the
girls created for themselves. The researcher
also signed a promissory note of confidential-
ity.

The information within the transcribed in-
terviews was then analyzed using the process
of constant comparison, which "is a systematic
method for recording, coding, and analyzing
data" (Henderson, 1991, p. 147). The focus of
this analytical technique is to compare individ-
uals, groups of individuals, and the data within
a study to maximize credibility. The technique
for constant comparison in this study began by
listening to the audiotapes, reading through,
and re-reading all the transcripts. "Incidents"
or units of responses from the interviews were
coded by attaching names or labels that repre-
sented various aspects of the girls' responses.
These codes were then grouped together into
themes, which were identified by how the
incidents "fit" together (Henderson, 1991).
The themes and their properties were then
re-evaluated through review of all the inter-
views and through comparing themes and
properties with one another and with the data
(Henderson; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Finally,
the themes and their properties were again
reviewed to see if the data had reached satu-
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ration (i.e., no new information was generated
from the data; Henderson; Lincoln & Guba).
As a result of using constant comparison as the
data analysis technique for this study, continu-
ity between the responses of the girl partici-
pants determined major themes or categories
that were constructed from the data and lead to
the establishment of grounded theoretical con-
cepts (Henderson; Henderson, Bedini, Hecht,
& Schuler, 1995; Lincoln & Guba).

Findings
Four themes were constructed from the

data collected from interviewing the partici-
pants in the study:

1. The outdoor adventure/experiential ac-
tivities brought out an awareness and existence
of trust in oneself and in others;

2. The girls gained a sense of empower-
ment from participating in the adventure activ-
ities;

3. Teamwork improved during the experi-
ential activities; and

4. The girls recognized personal values
they gained within the experiences.

In the fourth theme, the recognition of
personal value, included diverse opinions re-
garding trust, excitement/enthusiasm, reflec-
tion, self-perception, teamwork, etc. While
some of these values were included within the
first three themes, the various issues were so
strongly personal throughout the interviews
they merited a separate theme.

In addition, a sub-theme emerged from the
fourth theme that focused on the inability to
take these values back to campus. While rec-
ognizing their value, most of the girls voiced
awareness in the lack of transfer of these
values back to their life on campus at the
treatment facility.

Trust
The first theme encompassed the partici-

pants' awareness and existence of trust that
resulted from participation on the hiking trips

and low and high ropes course initiatives.
Most of the girls experienced a growing sense
of trust within their group and within them-
selves while they were participating in these
activities. Lisa insightfully provided an exam-
ple of her growing trust in others. She stated,
"I definitely trusted [my group] a lot more.
Yeah, I think that I trusted them a lot more,
with the right things, not like trusted them to,
like, feed into me if I wanted to be negative
and stuff." For Lisa, it was important to trust
others to give her positive strokes; the ropes
course helped in the development of this pro-
cess. Similarly, Sky reported, "[The ropes
course and hiking trip are] very important to
me . . . I can trust my group more, you know,
more than I did when I first came in here."
Madeline also described how she developed
self-trust through participation in the ropes
course:

[The ropes course showed] me that I
have to, you know, I have to take a
chance sometimes. And so, I learned
that kinda and that helped me a lot. It
taught me a lot, that I can trust myself
more.

The importance these girls placed on trust
is supported in the literature. For example,
Witman (1993) found the female participants
in his research study did value trust activities
more than the male participants. In Islands of
Healing, Schoel, Prouty, and Radcliffe (1988)
reported that one of the strong points of the
adventure programs is trust-building activities.
The purpose of these activities is to prove to
the participants they can be trustworthy them-
selves and they can depend on others to be
supportive of them. The feedback provided by
the participants in this study demonstrated the
positive impact these adventure activities have
on developing these feelings of trust, both with
the group and themselves.

Empowerment
The second theme centered on a sense of

empowerment the girls gained from the ropes
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course and/or hiking trips. Psychological em-
powerment is characterized by a perceived
feeling of control in one's life and is a con-
tributing element to self-determination, which
is an important client outcome in therapeutic
recreation (Bullock & Mahon, 2000; Peterson
& Stumbo, 2000; Zimmerman, 1995). Christy
spoke about the benefits she perceived as em-
powering after she participated in the adven-
ture activities:

I just think, how can like a hiking
trip . . . make me feel so good about
myself? I mean, why doesn't everybody
just go on a hiking trip! And, why
doesn't everyone just go to the ropes
course? . . . I feel like that's, like, an
instant remedy to like, it's like, if you're
having bad thoughts of yourself or
somethin', to try that out!

The next quote by Cadedra illustrated the
sense of growing empowerment expressed by
several of the girls. The activities were ave-
nues in which to note positive views in their
abilities.

[The ropes course] helped me learn that
I can do certain things and that there's
always hope for me . . . It helped me to
learn who I am and what I can do, and
made me feel like well, right now, I can
do this, and I done it. I'm on top of
things now . . . the ropes course makes
me feel like I can instead of I can't.

In reference to the hiking trip, Lisa stated that
one of the main things that made her feel better
about herself was "the sense of accomplish-
ment, like you actually did something that you
didn't think that you could do and that you had
never been willing to do before." Sky reported:

I felt really totally awesome after the
hiking trip. I knew that I accomplished
it. [At first] I did not really want to
go . . . [afterwards] I was like, wow! I
wanted to go back and do it again. I was

really excited! And I'm excited about
the next one coming up!

Sky also reinforced her feelings by stating that,
"I feel good about myself 'cause I conquered it
and I didn't believe in myself that I could and
I actually could! So if I really want to do
something, then I can!"

In the next quote, self-confidence, trust,
and motivation were focuses of empowerment
for Madeline:

[The hiking trip and ropes course] af-
fected me a lot. A lot of self-confidence,
trusting myself more, especially self-
confidence, in doing things and setting
goals for myself that I didn't think that
I could do and I'd ever accomplish
them. They'd make me feel better,
so . . . it helped me a lot. And it was like
a motivation for me when I was here [at
the facility]!

The empowerment the girls in the study
gained as a result of participating in the ad-
venture activities was significant for them. The
experiential activities brought out feelings and
attitudes the girls usually did not experience in
their everyday lives at the residential facility
or at home. Initial inhibitions and negative
self-concepts seemed to have been overcome
with a sense of accomplishment, control, and
feeling better about themselves as they partic-
ipated in the hiking trips and/or high and low
ropes course initiatives. "Empowerment is
seen as a multi-level group process designed
to lead to positive individual and social
change . . . and commonly denotes outcomes
of empowering activities, such a s . . . in-
creased self-esteem or increased control over
personal [issues]" (Stein, 1997, p. 7).

Teamwork
The third theme of "teamwork" centered on

another important goal within the adventure
therapy programs. The girls acknowledged
that teamwork improved as they participated
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in the ropes course and/or hiking trips. Sky
expressed:

[The hiking trip] was really a time when
the group joined together and showed
their best. We pulled together and
worked together as a team, and were
really supportive of each other more
than we usually are and it was a suc-
cessful trip.

Some activities were structured so group
members had to physically and mentally work
together (e.g., The Wall, an element in the low
ropes course). Gabrielle analyzed the process
of being able to work together to accomplish
the task of getting over the wall:

At the ropes course . . . you all learn
how to work together to accomplish
somethin' like, The Wall or somethin'.
There's somethin' big and you know
it's like, you know, standin' in your
way and you all have to work together.
You got to pull each other and help each
other over or you won't be able to move
on . . . It just kinda helps you realize
what you had and what you need, you
know.

Leanne also expressed how she felt she could
contribute individually to the concept of team-
work in her group:

Ever since I got back, I like been wor-
kin' better, well actually, I got it from
the hiking trip and I'm like, workin' a
lot better with my group, like helpin'
everybody out more and you know,
tryin' to get them, their spirits up, so
that they'll work and like themselves
better. And every time I go to the ropes
course, I come back and it like, always
gets me in a good mood, so I can get
other people in a good mood and I just
like helping people out!

Teamwork is an important element for suc-
cess on the low ropes course and at the facility
itself. The girls "eat, live, and breathe" with
their group members 24 hours a day, 7 days a
week. Working well as a group is as important
as the individual process of treatment at the
facility. Schoel et al. (1988) described how
some of the activities on the ropes course
emphasized social responsibility through co-
operation, communication, and leadership.
They stated, adventure therapy objectives
were established to help each participant de-
velop skills in evaluating problems and devel-
oping solutions. Moreover, the adventure/ex-
periential activities provided an atmosphere
for empathy and concern for others. Many of
the girl participants in this study recognized
teamwork as an outcome, which in turn vali-
dated the course objectives and purpose of
social responsibility fostered within these ad-
venture activities.

Recognition of Personal Value
The fourth theme that was constructed

from the data was the girls' recognition of
personal values they gained while participat-
ing in the experiential activities. The next
quote revealed Lisa's emerging recognition of
her personal value:

[The ropes course makes you feel good]
because you're surprising people, mak-
ing them proud of something that you
wouldn't normally do. And not really
proving them wrong, like proving your-
self right.

Lisa learned, from the ropes course, it was
important to her to prove herself right and not
worry about proving others wrong. This new
perspective was in contrast to her way of
operating away from the ropes course. Christy
also expressed a change in her attitude:

On that hiking trip I really started to
appreciate things . . . And it just makes
me feel good that I actually got a lot out
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of it. I think that's the main thing that
makes me feel good about myself, the
fact that I learned from it.

In the next quote, Madeline connected the
two adventure therapy programs (the hiking
trip and ropes course activities) together. She
expressed how she experienced new expecta-
tions of herself and valued what she had
learned from the ropes course facilitator:

I've learned to push myself more and
set higher expectations 'cause I had to
do that at ropes course and on the hiking
trip. I had to keep on pushing myself to
get to the top of those hills. And at ropes
course [Mr. Smith] says you get out of
it what you put into it. And I mean, that
helped me a lot.

Madeline went on to reflect upon her discharge
from the facility for the next day:

I'm just gonna remember what I learned
at ropes course and on the hiking trips
about listening to people cause I learned
a lot there—listening to different people
and their ideas and seeing them actually
working out for the best in the end.
Since I just listened to them, instead of
being disrespectful, that helped! Yeah,
and that's what I'm gonna bring.

Each girl attached personal meanings to her
experiences within these adventure activities,
whether it was in trust, empowerment, team-
work, excitement, reflection, facing her fears,
or in terms of personal motivation. Three of
the nine participants earned "motivation
beads," which were given out to those who
helped motivate others and who kept a positive
attitude on the hiking trip. One girl, who had
expressed an initial dislike in hiking, found
value from one of the trips when she discov-
ered she had more in common with her group
members than she thought she did when they
were back on campus. Several other girls
found they could face their fears (in relation to

treatment issues that brought them to the fa-
cility) on the ropes course and hiking trip.
Realizing they could survive arduous adven-
ture activities also enabled them to come to
terms with surviving through their treatment
issues, as well. Three girls revealed, after a
great deal of self-initiated introspection, an
appreciation of nature on the hiking trip. While
a variety of positive meanings were derived
from the experiences, a sub-theme did arise
from this main theme of personal value: an
awareness of the inability to transfer the val-
ues.

An Awareness of the Inability to
Transfer the Values

While recognizing personal value in the
ropes course and hiking trip activities, a sub-
theme was constructed from the fourth theme
because most of the girls voiced awareness
that they had difficulty transferring some of
these values back to life on campus. For ex-
ample, Gabrielle expressed:

We accomplished . . . the ropes course
most of the time . . . but we never bring
it back here . . . because I guess it is just
harder because there is a lot more like,
structure here . . . The day after [the
hiking trip] was . . . kinda still with us
you know, and it was kinda hard to
transitionin' back, so it was kind of
confusing. And like a week after, like it
kinda didn't stay with us that much, um,
it should've and it could've!

Similarly, Mayonnaise stated, "Yeah, well we,
try to accomplish a lot of things [at the ropes
course] and we usually do and whenever we
get back to campus we fall apart again." Lisa
expressed that her group occasionally brings
the values learned back to campus, but not
always:

Only if something like really different
happens. Like, I don't know, if we do
something like, like the high ropes or
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something like, we'll talk about it. Or
something funny happens, we'll talk
about it. But usually we won't bring it
up. I don't know why. I think, I think
it's cause um, maybe we want to keep it
like special. And keep it like, um, like
an off campus thing or something. Like
keep it as motivation. Not like over
focus on it while we're here [on cam-
pus].

Lisa continued later in the interview, "A cou-
ple of the really positive people usually ex-
presses it like 'let's bring it back with
us . . . don't let it wear off or anything.' But it
usually wears off no matter how many people
promise to keep it."

Verbalizing the inability to transfer the val-
ues from the adventure activities to their ev-
eryday lives on campus revealed concern and
frustration from the girls' point of view. For
example, one of the girls articulated how she
felt she was able to face her fear of asking for
help on the hiking trip and ropes course but
was not able to do so back on campus. Some of
the girls expressed a variety of reasons for why
they perceived they were not bringing the
values back. These reasons varied from being
successful because they were away from the
structure of campus to one girl wanting to keep
the results of the activities "special" and sep-
arate from campus.

Discussion
From the interview responses of the girls

who participated in this study, it is clear the
girls constructed individual and group mean-
ings that lead to the development of a more
positive sense of self as a result of their par-
ticipation in the adventure activities. Although
the experiences during ropes course initiatives
and hiking trips were rewarding and powerful,
the girls also verbalized their inability to trans-
fer some of what they learned about them-
selves and their personal values back to then-
everyday lives during treatment at the residen-
tial facility. The transfer of personal values

from experiential activities can have a valu-
able impact on the treatment context within the
lives of the participants whether in residence
or at home (Teschner & Wolter, 1984). While
taking place in an atmosphere of fun, the ropes
course initiatives were regarded by the partic-
ipants to be connected to issues in their treat-
ment; however, some of the values they
learned as a result of participation were not
transferred. The girls voiced several reasons
for this lack of transfer. In particular, one
explanation for this lack of transfer could be
related to the weak follow-up processes used
after the girls returned to the facility campus.
There were few opportunities presented to the
girls when they returned to the campus to
relate their experiences during the adventure
therapy activities to issues they were facing
back at campus and after their return home.

Kimball (1990) stated that an immediate
"quick fix" in adventure therapy could be
avoided by structuring programs to foster
more intensive long-term therapeutic change.
He also stated adventure activities were a valu-
able tool in the psychological evaluation of his
clients in his program and the long-term ther-
apeutic value of a program involves reporting
the psychological processes rather than merely
the behavioral content observed within the
context of the activities. Proper observation,
recording, and evaluation of the data can be
the basis for achieving long-term therapeutic
change. More importantly, as it relates to this
study, there is a need for adventure therapy
program leaders to have a deeper understand-
ing of what actually goes on during and after
experiential activities.

"Processing" is one way facilitators can
achieve this deeper level of understanding
(Gass, 1993; Kimball, 1990; Luckner &
Nadler, 1995, 1997). As denned by Gass, pro-
cessing is a technique "used to augment the
therapeutic qualities based on an accurate as-
sessment of the client's needs" (p. 219). This
technique is structured so as to encourage
clients to plan, reflect, analyze, describe, and
communicate their experiences and it can oc-
cur prior to, during, and after the adventure
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experience (Gass; Luckner & Nadler, 1995).
The goal of processing is to enhance the rich-
ness of the adventure experience and what the
participant learns through the experience can
be used again and generalized to other settings
(Luckner & Nadler, 1997). In addition, pro-
cessing can help the individual client integrate
and internalize the adventure experiences to
help her grow and to have more choices and
influences in her life (Luckner & Nadler,
1997). Hutchinson and Datillo (2001) sug-
gested "a systematic approach to processing in
association with therapeutic recreation activi-
ties would enhance the transfer of learning
from the therapeutic process, and would
strengthen the efficacy of their interventions"
(p. 54).

In the context of the current study, process-
ing occurred at the site of the ropes course
before and after participation through tech-
niques such as frontloading and debriefing
(Hutchinson & Datillo, 2001). However, the
girls would have benefited from further use of
such techniques at the residential site before
and after the adventure experiences, particu-
larly if done with the ropes course facilitator
and the girls' counselors who participated with
them at the ropes course and on the hiking
trips. Debriefing the adventure experiences
back at campus could have helped facilitate
the transfer of positive behaviors and attitudes
the girls developed from participating in the
ropes course initiatives and hiking trips to their
everyday lives. The valuable feelings and per-
ceptions discovered during such activities
should not be kept away from the context of
life for these girls back on campus or from
issues they will face back at home.

Conclusions and Implications
In conclusion, the themes that were con-

structed from the data revealed that overall, the
girls found positive meaning within the hiking
trip and/or ropes course initiatives. The main
themes constructed from the interviews with
the girls were related to issues of trust, em-
powerment, and teamwork. In addition, the
girls recognized personal value within the ac-

tivities in terms of what the experiences meant
to them individually. The girls seemed to in-
ternalize and feel good about what they saw in
themselves. As Voight (1988) and Hunter
(1987) established from their studies, out-
comes and meanings from adventure/experien-
tial activities can be individualized and facili-
tators and therapists implementing adventure
therapy programs need to be aware of this as
they assist participants to make sense of their
experiences.

As mentioned previously, the girls' aware-
ness of their lack of ability to transfer what
they learned about themselves to their lives on
campus revealed the need for continued pro-
cessing of the adventure activity experiences
after they returned from the outdoor context. A
more intensive follow-up after adventure ac-
tivities is needed to ensure that the connection
between the development of personal values
and other life contexts is supported on campus
and at home (Teschner & Wolter, 1984).

Theoretical Implications
One theoretical implication for this study

includes the concept of psychological empow-
erment, which refers to the process by which
people create or are given opportunities to take
control of their own future and influence the
decisions that affect their lives at the time
(Zimmerman, 1995). Empowering processes
are a series of experiences in which individu-
als learn that a close connection exists between
seeing and achieving their goals (Perkins &
Zimmerman, 1995; Zimmerman) and which
lead to people gaining mastery over their lives
(Gibson, 1993). Mitten (1992) reported female
participants in an outdoor recreation program
experienced an increase in self-esteem and
gained a sense of empowerment. Adventure
activities can be empowering when they pro-
vide opportunities for skill development,
shared leadership, and development of group
identity. Empowerment-based practice helps
individuals from disempowered groups gain a
sense of control over their lives (Gibson). In
the current study, the girls discovered new
coping skills, learned to work as a team,
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trusted themselves and their group members
more and increased their contribution to group
success as they participated in the outdoor
adventure activities. These experiential activ-
ities served as a means for the girls to gain a
sense of control over their lives during their
participation.

The concept of empowerment as a frame-
work for therapy for girls at-risk is also rele-
vant and an important treatment outcome for
all clients in therapeutic recreation. As pre-
sented earlier, girls are Likely to experience a
psychological crisis in adolescence, which
may include an increase in depression, eating
disorders, poor body image, suicidal thoughts
and gestures, and a decrease in girls' sense of
self-worth (Gilligan, 1991). Girls admitted to
psychiatric rehabilitation centers due to severe
diagnoses in such areas may encounter adven-
ture therapy provided by a therapeutic recre-
ation specialist. "As adults who work with
gir ls , . . . we must cease to protect our girls
and prepare them. We must. . . foster respon-
sible risk taking, and provide opportunities for
mastery, to prepare them to face reality" (Rob-
inson, 1991, p. 249). Adventure activities ac-
companied by appropriate processing tech-
niques can provide a means to help prepare
at-risk girls for reality . . . to help them em-
power themselves.

A second theoretical implication for this
study involves the concept of constructivism,
which suggests people find meanings and val-
ues through an active learning process. Con-
structivism implies "learning is not simply the
taking in of new information" (Luckner &
Nadler, 1995, p. 177). The continuous con-
struction and reconstruction of old, new and
more complex meanings is developed by the
learner (Gergen & Davis, 1985; Iran-Nejad,
1990; Luckner & Nadler, 1995, 1997). The
process of making sense of experiences within
the context of social interactions involves the
continuous search for and the interpretation of
the constructions of personal meaning (Luck-
ner & Nadler, 1995, 1997). From this current
study, the girls revealed, through their own
powerful words, they did search for more

complex meaning and interpretation within the
experiential activities in which they partici-
pated. They did not just take the activities as
new information. Instead, they constructed
their perceptions into a deeper and richer con-
text of learning.

Implications for Practice
A major purpose of adventure therapy is to

provide a psychotherapeutic approach for in-
dividuals seeking or needing to change behav-
iors and to help participants move beyond the
emotional limits they have placed upon them-
selves (Datillo, 2000; Gass, 1993; Luckner &
Nadler, 1997; Rohnke, 1989). In addition,
meanings derived from such experiences are
intended to be incorporated back into the par-
ticipant's individual and social "world" (Da-
tillo, 2000; Gass, 1993). This study did reveal
introspection and construction of meaning in
the girls' views of trust, empowerment, team-
work, and personal value. Through their inter-
views, the girls revealed their perceptions of
the unquestionable value of participating in
experiential activities; these activities had
powerful and positive influences on their emo-
tions and attitudes. While finding their expe-
riences to be beneficial during their activity
participation, the girls in this study needed
more extensive processing to take these mean-
ings beyond the activity itself. For the experi-
ences to be even more meaningful to the girls
during their treatment program, in the future,
including more processing techniques on cam-
pus with participants before and after, as well
as during the experiential activities could have
enhanced the rehabilitative method of adven-
ture therapy. Further research is needed on the
use of processing techniques in settings that
use adventure activities as a therapeutic
means. According to Datillo (2000), Hutchin-
son and Datillo (2001) and Luckner and
Nadler (1995, 1997), processing is vital to the
therapeutic nature of adventure therapy, espe-
cially if used as an intervention within thera-
peutic recreation. Researchers have reported
the need to further study processing techniques
with experiential activities and the lack of
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long-term improvements in behaviors after
participation in adventure therapy (Hutchinson
& Datillo, 2001; Parker & Stoltenberg, 1995;
Voight, 1988). The results from the current
study also indicate further research on process-
ing techniques within adventure therapy pro-
grams would be beneficial to the field of ther-
apeutic recreation.
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