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Positive Youth Development: A
Wilderness Intervention

Sydney L. Sklar, Stephen C. Anderson, and Cari E. Autry

The purpose of this interpretive case study was to explore how a wilderness challenge
intervention was experienced by “at-risk” youth, to uncover the meanings of those experiences,
and to assess the generalization and transfer of their experiences beyond the intervention. Two
motivational frameworks involving theory of optimal experience and self-determination were
used to guide the study. Forty research participants involved with a therapeutic wilderness
program were interviewed using in-depth, semi-structured interviews as the main source of data
collection. Using constant comparison as the method of analysis, three themes encompassing the
topics of challenge, community, and key player relationships were constructed from the data.
Data analysis led to the construction of optimal experience, self-determination, social capital,
optimism, and youth initiative resulting in a grounded theory of positive youth development.
Implications for practice include encouraging greater parental involvement in the overall
program and offering sustained, challenging follow-up activities.
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such as underachievement, delinquency, and
overall poor judgment. Young people who are
ill-equipped to deal with the pressures and
forces around them frequently suffer from low
motivation and low self-esteem, failure to act
responsibly, and an inability to satisfy needs
appropriately (Pommier & Witt, 1995). At this
vulnerable developmental stage, youth who
face such pressures may be at-risk for social,
psychological, and behavioral challenges that
manifest into problems such as school drop-
out, suicide, delinquency, substance abuse,
and sexually transmitted diseases (Serna &
Lau-Smith, 1995).

At-risk youth who are not adequately
equipped with skills to generate self-moti-
vated, meaningful activity are often prone to
boredom (Iso-Ahola & Crowley, 1991). Lack-
ing skills to independently seek complex, chal-
lenging situations in leisure and discretionary
time, youth become vulnerable to peer pres-
sure and activities of immediate gratification.
In turn, young people are often inclined to
alleviate boredom through dysfunctional lei-
sure such as skipping school, illegal substance
use, risky sexual activity, and delinquent be-
havior.

Alternatively, youth equipped to engage in
complex, internally rewarding experiences in
their leisure (Csikszentmihalyi & Larson,
1984) are likely to perceive such experiences
as a sense of freedom and self-determination,
and they may be more likely to persist in such
behaviors (Coleman & Iso-Ahola, 1993; Mc-
Cormick & Dattilo, 1995). Similarly, individ-
uals who feel autonomy, competence, and so-
cial support in daily activity tend toward self-
determined behavior (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

Optimal or “flow” experiences have been
found to produce feelings of well-being, free-
dom, positive affect, and self-affirmation
(Csikszentmihalyi, 1975, 2000; Voelkl & El-
lis, 1998, 2002; Voelkl, Ellis, & Walker,
2003). The ability of young people to engage
in complex, rewarding, flow-producing behav-
iors is additionally associated with personal
growth tendency and potential (Csikszentmi-
halyi & Larson, 1984).
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Therapeutic adventure programming is
widely used by therapeutic recreation practi-
tioners working with adolescents in mental
health settings. As recreation, adventure activ-
ities are thought to facilitate optimal or “flow”
experiences through the purposive facilitation
of challenging activities that require skills, and
provide clear goals and immediate feedback
(Csikszentmihalyi & Csikszentmihalyi, 1999;
Freeman, 1993; Haras, 2003). Though docu-
mented with general ropes course program-
ming (Freeman; Haras), such experience has
not been studied within the context of thera-
peutic wilderness programming. Likewise,
self-determination, also thought to be an at-
tribute central to adventure education philoso-
phy (Hill & Sibthorp, 2004; Schoel, Prouty, &
Radcliffe, 1988; Sklar & Gibson, 2004), is not
well understood as it pertains to therapeutic
wilderness programming. Therefore, the prob-
lem of interest for this study was the lack of
research in this area. Specifically, it is un-
known whether graduates of these programs
are better equipped to engage in self-moti-
vated, complex, and rewarding experiences
upon completion of a challenging wilderness
experience.

The purpose of this study was, therefore, to
describe how a wilderness program for at-risk
youth was experienced by program partici-
pants, as understood through the theoretical
frameworks of flow and self-determination,
and how these experiences impacted transition
back to the home. Specifically, this study
aimed to explore program factors and condi-
tions that both promoted and inhibited flow
and/or self-determined experiences. Addition-
ally, this study aimed to ascertain the mean-
ings of these experiences to the youth partici-
pants. A final purpose was to assess the
generalization and transfer of the youth’s ex-
periences relative to flow and self-determina-
tion. Such knowledge can inform practitioner
training, development, and practice, as well as
overall design and structure of therapeutic rec-
reation adventure programs.
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Problems Facing Contemporary
Youth

The well-being of society depends on the
ability of communities to prepare well-ad-
justed, responsible, well-educated young peo-
ple to step forward as the older generation
passes, yet many of today’s youth are falling
by the wayside (McWhirter, McWhirter, Mc-
Whirter, & McWhirter, 2004). Risky sexual
behavior, rising rates of teen pregnancy, youth
gang involvement, poverty, crime, drug use,
social isolation, physical violence, poor access
to healthcare, physical inactivity, obesity, and
depression are among the multitude of prob-
lems confronting contemporary youth. Faced
with such issues, young people are challenged
by numerous obstacles to achieving healthy
psychosocial development.

Among the many problems confronting
young people is the challenge of structuring
time in productive pursuits. Adolescents spend
nearly 40% of their waking hours as discre-
tionary time (Bartko & Eccles, 2003), and the
times when youth seem to make the poorest
activity choices are when they are not in
school (Pawelko & Magafas, 1997). Experi-
ence sampling studies show that large portions
of adolescent daily life are experienced as
boredom (Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1984;
Larson, Csikszentmihalyi, & Freeman, 1992;
Larson & Richards, 1991), even among those
teens with the least amount of risk factors
(Larson & Richards).

According to Witt and Crompton (1996),
developing skills for the constructive manage-
ment of discretionary time is paramount to
youth development. However, for all youth,

- avoiding boredom by finding constructive and
interesting ways to occupy time can be chal-
lenging (Witt & Crompton, 2002). Those who
have been exposed to the excitement of illicit
activities and the action and entertainment of
video games and popular media, may require
interesting, challenging activities to retain
their attention in developmentally positive
pursuits (Witt & Crompton, 2002).

The ability of youth to engage in growth-
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oriented, appropriate, meaningful, self-moti-
vated pursuits is an underlying concern of the
current study. The absence of skills for such
engagement can lead to boredom; which,
when prevalent, may signal a deficiency in
positive development (Larson, 2000).

Optimal Experience

The concept of boredom has been studied
extensively from a socio-psychological per-
spective. Research in this area has been a
prevalent theme in the field of leisure studies
for nearly two decades. Researchers have been
particularly interested in the concept of opti-
mal experience, the state of high psychological
involvement or absorption in activities or set-
tings (Mannell & Kleiber, 1997). Csikszentmi-
halyi’s (1975) concept of flow is particularly
useful for defining optimal experience, since it
identifies various features of mental activity
that can be used to identify perceptions of
optimal experiences.

Studies of youth development have used
the flow framework to research the adolescent
daily experience (Kleiber, Larson, & Csik-
szentmihalyi, 1986; Mayer, 1978), as well as
youth adventure experiences (Haras, 2003).
Although youth flow-like experiences have
been documented in adventure education pro-
grams such as ropes course programming, the
flow experience has not been studied in the
context of a wilderness-based youth interven-
tion. Furthermore, little is known about the
generalization and transfer of flow-like expe-
riences from adventure-based settings back to
everyday life. The question thus remains, does
the ability to engage in flow during a thera-
peutic wilderness experience have an impact
on young people following the program?

Research on youth experience has used the
flow framework to illuminate issues related to
healthy adjustment of teenagers. Csikszentmi-
halyi and Larson (1984) suggested the ability
to engage in flow promotes positive psychos-
ocial development of adolescents. Those who
are able to engage in complex flow-producing
activities are less prone to boredom and anxi-
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ety and may have developmental advantages
over those who are less inclined to have such
experiences. The adolescent who readily en-
gages in pro-social flow-producing activity,
and is internally motivated to seek more of the
same, may face substantially fewer risk factors
than the adolescent prone to anxiety and/or
boredom.

Self-Determination

The theoretical concept of self-determina-
tion has been related to the concept of optimal
experience (Deci & Ryan, 2000). According to
Wehmeyer (1992), self-determination refers to
“acting as the primary causal agent in one’s
life and making choices and decisions regard-
ing one’s quality of life free from undue ex-
ternal influences or interference” (p. 17). To
the degree that one consistently exhibits self-
determined actions, he or she can be consid-
ered to be self-determined.

Many young people lack the competence
necessary to act in a self-determined manner
(Pommier & Witt, 1995). Among other prob-
lems, the most vulnerable youth may face peer
pressure, isolation, and family stress, compli-
cating efforts to satisfy basic developmental
needs. An effective response to the develop-
mental requirements of youth includes an ap-
proach that helps teach young people to
choose alternative, acceptable behaviors
(Eron, 1987), and to develop skills that ad-
vance self-determination (Pawelko & Ma-
gafas, 1997). The foundational concept of
challenge by choice (Gillis & Simpson, 1994,
Schoel et al., 1988), for example, is widely
used in therapeutic adventure. Challenge by
choice links the two concepts through a com-
mon emphasis on participant autonomy and
control. Of specific interest to this research is
how the application of these theories may
converge among wilderness-based interven-
tions for at-risk youth.

Therapeutic Adventure Experience

Therapeutic interventions based on wilder-
ness challenge experiences have been widely
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used to help young people who have serious
difficulties in a number of psycho-social areas
(Davis-Berman & Berman, 1999; Russell,
1999, 2002). Included among these are low
self-esteem, poor self-image, poor decision-
making skills, repeated failures, refusal to take
responsibility for actions, lack of motivation,
ambivalence, susceptibility to negative peer
pressure, and impulsive behaviors (Hurricane
Island Outward Bound School, n.d.). Consid-
ering the definitions of self-determination and
optimal experience presented earlier in this
paper, it would be expected that such youth
might also be poorly self-determined and in-
adequately equipped to satisfy the need for
flow. Therefore, the youth would likely benefit
from the facilitation of self-determined, flow-
producing experiences.

Flow experience is arguably a target goal
of wilderness challenge programming. Simi-
larly, facilitating self-determination is central
to adventure education philosophy. The thera-
peutic adventure literature, however, lacks
substantial research on these concepts.
Whether therapeutic adventure programs for
at-risk youth are purposefully addressing self-
determination and flow, and whether programs
are impacting these adaptive skill areas has not
been determined. How these experiences can
be generalized and transferred is also un-
known. Researching this knowledge gap will
better inform the fields of therapeutic recre-
ation, therapeutic adventure and youth devel-
opment as to how youth can engage in and
generate intrinsically motivated, self-reward-
ing, active, growth-oriented experiences. This
study addresses this void in the literature.

Method

The interpretive paradigm of naturalistic
inquiry (Henderson, 2006; Lincoln & Guba,
1985) guided this research. Within the inter-
pretive paradigm, a case study method was
used to research the specific phenomena of
self-determination and flow within the con-
texts of program participants’ lives both dur-
ing and after a therapeutic wilderness interven-
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tion. The program of interest is offered once
annually, and the research focused on the ex-
periences of one group of participants of a
given trip. Therefore, the study of self-deter-
mination and flow phenomena was limited to
the experiences of these one-time program
participants. It was the context specific nature
of this intervention, combined with the explor-
atory nature of the research questions, that
called for a case study approach (Yin, 2003).

Program

Community Family Services (CFS) is a
not-for-profit community-based counseling
agency serving a diverse population in the
suburbs of a major city in the American Mid-
west. The Adventure Challenge Experience
(ACE), an intervention offered by CFS, is a
therapeutic wilderness program targeting
youth considered at-risk of problematic transi-
tion to high school. Participants of ACE may
have difficulty with uncooperative/non-com-
pliant behavior at home or school and may be
seen as socially isolated, ineffective, and/or
severely lacking in self-esteem. Additionally,
youth struggling with family or peer problems
are commonly referred to the program. ACE
participants include youth from lower income,
divorced or re-married families with histories
of family problems. Many of the youth partic-
ipants have, at the very least, experimented
with drugs and alcohol and may be at-risk of
developing substance abuse problems (Doc,
personal communication, May 11, 2004).

An 8-day canoe experience was led by
agency therapists and adult volunteers. As a
way of teaching life coping skills and empow-
ering youth to face future life challenges, an
“expeditionary learning” model was applied.
Participants were encouraged to continually
challenge themselves both physically and
mentally in the unfamiliar and often uncom-
fortable context of a wilderness environment
(Doc, personal communication, May 11,
2004).

During the wilderness expedition, partici-
pants camped nightly and traveled 27 miles,
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mostly by canoe. Throughout the trip, partici-
pants encountered numerous physical, mental
and social demands posed within the natural
environment and group context. The youth
were immersed in a backcountry experience
facing challenges such as route-finding, nego-
tiation of rapids, foul weather, swarming mos-
quitoes, capsized canoes, wet gear, meal prep-
aration, camp setup/take-down, and canoe
loading/unloading. The group was also fre-
quently confronted with arduous portages in
which canoes and gear were precariously
transported over rough terrain. Portage trails
varied in condition from compacted dirt to
extremely rocky, overgrown, steep, trails of
sometimes waist-deep mud. Often more of the
latter, portages were considered some of the
most physically and mentally challenging as-
pects of the experience. Successful portages
required significant cooperation, physical
stamina, and determination, as did other chal-
lenging aspects of the trip.

Challenges were further influenced by pur-
posive facilitation of staff, the social living
environment, and one’s own self-perception.
Staff persons routinely provided feedback to
participants regarding individual and group
attitudes, values, and behaviors. During the
final days of the wilderness trip, the staff
began preparing the youth to transfer learning
by facilitating personal goal-setting for the
transition back to home (Doc, personal com-
munication, July 24, 2004). About three weeks
after the youth participants’ return home, a
follow-up component to the wilderness pro-
gram began. Follow-up consisted of a bi-
weekly social group facilitated by a CFS coun-
selor/ACE staff member. Meetings occurred at
various sites and revolved around a range of
recreational activities such as dining out,
bowling, and community special events. The
group was intended to facilitate transfer of
learning from the wilderness experience into
real-world contexts, and to provide ongoing
opportunities for shared recreation, leadership
opportunities, peer support, and further devel-
opment of friendships between group mem-
bers. The social group met on an ongoing,
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biweekly basis throughout the subsequent
school year.

Research Participants

The primary sample was initially drawn
from one group of youth, ages 13-15, enrolled
in the ACE program. Following a case study
method, the case being the group of youth,
parents and staff members involved with a
single ACE trip, all 25 youth enrolled in the
program were recruited. One parent or guard-
ian of each youth participant was also asked to
participate in the research. The final sample
included 15 youth, four of whom were return-
ing as peer leaders who had been participants
in ACE during the prior year. Additionally, 17
parents and one guardian were recruited.
Seven staff members were also recruited to the
study.

Statement of Subjectivity

A framework was needed to guide the in-
quiry to investigate the issues related to youth
motivation. The authors agreed two specific
theoretical frameworks, optimal experience
and self-determination were applicable. The
selection of these frameworks were based on
their relevance to the specific research prob-
lem (i.e. the lack of research on relationships
between challenging wilderness experiences
and the ability of adolescent graduates to en-
gage in self-motivated, complex, and reward-
ing experience). This determination was also
based on the first author’s intimate knowledge
of the ACE program and discussions with the
ACE program directors who concurred that
these frameworks represented a foundation for
the wilderness program.

Therefore, the authors’ knowledge of these
theories, and their use in constructing semi-
structured interviews, were influences on data
collection and interpretation. The theories of
optimal experience and self-determination
provided a necessary frame of reference for
investigating the problem. However, as an in-
terpretive design, the authors used these
frameworks as theoretical foundations for the
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research without making specific predictions
about what might be discovered (Samdahl,
1999).

Procedure

Data were obtained and triangulated
through multiple qualitative methods includ-
ing post-trip open-ended questionnaires, active
semi-structured interviews (Henderson, 2006;
Holstein & Gubrium, 1995), and a staff focus
group interview. Additional triangulation oc-
curred by obtaining data from multiple
sources, including the youth, staff members,
the youth’s parents, and field notes. The post-
trip open-ended questionnaires were com-
pleted by the youth and used to guide the
youth interviews. Individual and focus group
interviews were audiotape recorded for later
transcription. Data collection was divided into
two categories: (1) the wilderness experience,
and (2) follow-up.

Youth participants completed the post-trip
open-ended questionnaires at the conclusion of
the wilderness experience. Starting 3 weeks
following the trip, 34 interviews were con-
ducted, including individual interviews of 15
youth and 18 parents, and a group interview of
seven staff members. These interviews oc-
curred over a 3-week period, Additionally, two
staff members were interviewed individually 3
months later in follow-up.

Data were analyzed using the constant
comparative approach (Henderson, 2006). Us-
ing the three major stages of constant compar-
ison, categories of data were first coded and
incidents fit within categories. The categories
and their properties were then integrated by
comparing them to one another and with the
data. Finally, the categories were delimited for
parsimony and scope and the process of com-
parison continued until saturation Wwas
achieved. The focus of this technique was to
compare individuals, groups of individuals,
and the data to enhance the overall trustwor-
thiness of the research (Glaser & Strauss,
1999; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). N-6, a com-
puter assisted qualitative data analysis soft-
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ware package designed to relate to the logic of
the constant comparative method was used to
this end.

To further enhance the trustworthiness of
this research, member checks were carried out
throughout the data collection and analysis
process. Trustworthiness was also addressed
through investigator triangulation in which the
authors separately read through the interview
transcripts and questionnaires to produce ini-
tial coding, categorization, and broad data
themes (Henderson, 2006). Throughout the
data analysis, the authors met to discuss and
compare emerging codes, categories, themes,
and theoretical concepts.

Through the constant comparative process,
themes emerged into a system of relationships,
or grounded theoretical concepts, that were
built on the continuity of participant re-
sponses, data categories, and their properties
(Glaser & Strauss, 1999; Lincoln & Guba,
1985). Theory development occurred through
the construction of diverse conceptual catego-
ries and themes, and these themes were illus-
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trated through interview excerpts. The theory
was further studied for similarities and conver-
gences with concepts from the literature and
modified as such. As the theory was delimited,
relatively universal concepts and relationships
emerged that were informed by and supported
with concepts from new literature as well as by
concepts that were presented previously in the
literature review section.

Results

Data analysis resulted in saturation of three
major themes including 1) challenge; 2) com-
munity; and 3) adult-youth relationships. Con-
ceptually, the three themes that were con-
structed from the accounts of the youth
participants, the parents, and the staff mem-
bers, were joined with one another as an inter-
dependent system of relationships (Figure 1).

To develop a deeper understanding of the
emergent themes, the authors went through a
process of constantly comparing the themes
and categories with one another and with the
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data, and tested these themes and their rela-
tionships as they fit within the two temporal
phases of the ACE program addressed by the
research questions. These phases were “wil-
derness trip,” and “post-trip.” In-depth under-
standing of the interrelationships between and
among the three themes ultimately developed
within the contexts of both phases. Each theme
is presented within these contexts to provide a
conceptual overview of the emergent system
surrounding the wilderness intervention for its
youth participants (Table 1).

Challenge

The first among the major themes was that
of “challenge,” which was divided into the
three interrelated sub-themes of “personal
growth,” “social growth,” and “helping.” It
was no surprise that the concept of challenge
would be a major theme of the research results.
Indeed, the method of the intervention pro-
gram under study was to purposefully use a
major group challenge experience to facilitate
positive development among the youth partic-
ipants. However, what emerged from the data
was a strong contrast between the characteris-
tics of wilderness trip challenge versus post-
trip challenge.

Challenge: Wilderness Trip. Wilderness
trip challenge was largely viewed as physi-
cally strenuous and sometimes mentally and/or
socially taxing. Overcoming these challenges,
both as individuals and as a group, was per-
ceived as both personally and socially reward-
ing. As sub-themes of challenge, both personal
growth and social growth seemed to develop
by nature of surmounting challenges as a
group and by the overlapping roles of youth
necessarily helping one another.

Among the reports of personal growth ex-
periences was talk of accomplishment, confi-
dence, and perseverance. Marge, for example,
a mother of a male peer leader, spoke about
how her son had grown and gained confidence
through his perseverance and success with the
program.

[He] has always had the problem of
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being scared of doing new things. ...
And, it definitely has shown him he’s
capable of accomplishing a lot. He just
needs to set his mind to it. And that type
of self-confidence, he did not have be-
fore.

While the youth reported perseverance in
multiple forms, staff member Rudy connected
this concept to perceptions of competence
among the program participants. “Well my
sense is that typically their life is involved
with failures and they’re excused from the
experience, or they escape from the experi-
ence, or cop-out of the experience.” Yet the
ACE program offers youth a different experi-
ence, Rudy continued:

... the chance to stay with a challenge
and see themselves succeed on the other
side of it ... that’s kind of one of the
critical elements of the trip. “Well I
don’t know how to get from here to
there unless you just do it!” And simply
sailing by, sitting here, and doing noth-
ing is not an option ... Forced into
succeeding, they begin to see them-
selves as competent.

The process of taking-on, negotiating, and
overcoming challenges as a group further con-
tributed to the solidification of group bonds.
While growth was evident in the personal
domain, social growth also emerged as a sa-
lient sub-theme of the challenge experience.

As indicated by the youth profile, partici-
pants tended to lack socially supportive net-
works. Candace was a current staff member
and former middle school guidance counselor
with experience in referring youth to the ACE
program. She stated:

1 think socially, making friends [during
the trip] gives them so much confi-
dence. *Cause a lot of these kids come
from . .. experiences where they don’t
have friends. And they work and work
and work to get into a group, and
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Thematic summary*

Theme 1: CHALLENGE

Sub-theme 1A:
Personal Growth

Sub-theme 1B:
Social Growth

Sub-theme 1C:
Helping

Theme 2:
COMMUNITY

Theme 3: ADULT-
YOUTH
RELATIONSHIPS

Descriptions
of Challenge
Wilderness Future/goal
Trip oriented
Phase
Physical
Psychological
Post-Trip  Passive
Phase
Emotional

Strength

Accomplishment

Confidence

Personal control

Perseverance

Ranges from active
pursuits (limited)
to passive
(predominant)

Strength (for
household
chores)

Social skills

Social confidence

Ranges from having

friends to social
isolation

Follow-up group:
(see community)

Overlaps with
personal
growth &
social growth

Solidifies social
bonds

Contributes to
community

Eagemess to help
others

Actual helping is
limited to
household
work

Helping is
unconnected to
community

Trust

Group support

Friendship

Weak outside of
follow-up

group

Stronger within
follow-up
group

Program-youth: strong
supportive bonds

Program-parent: weak
attachments

Parent-youth: ranges
from supportive to
unsupportive

Program-youth:
supportive bonds,
though follow-up
lacks challenging
activity that
facilitates transfer

Program-parent: weak
attachments

Parent-youth: ranges
from supportive to
unsupportive

*Table 1 is a representation of themes and sub-themes that emerged from the data; however, the complexity of the relationships among the data are demonstrated

in Figure 1.
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they’re shut out . . . almost everywhere
they turn.

The ACE trip, however, gave youth oppor-
tunities to establish new friendships. Candace
continued, “They’d make friends. They’re a
part of the group, and I think that confidence
carries over into just how they approach
school. It doesn’t have to be the socially scary
place.”

Candace’s observations were additionally
reflected by the statements of several youth
participants. Iroquois, a returning ACE partic-
ipant and peer leader, related his feelings of
self-confidence in the current year to his ex-
perience as an ACE participant in the prior
year.

It seemed like no pressure, really ... .
"Cause I know I’'m funny enough and
I'll end up being liked. ... So I guess,
from the last year it helped me realize it
shouldn’t matter how I act, because ev-
erybody’s gonna like me no matter
what.

Taylor more specifically disclosed her view
of how the wilderness trip had helped her
become a more socially confident individual.

I am less shy. I'm more talkative ... .
I’'m more confident to be me. I don’t
have to be there and act like everybody
else is, or dress however everybody else
does. I'll do what I want to do.

Asked to describe how challenge had been
satisfying to the youth, the topic of helping
was brought up repeatedly. Megan, for exam-
ple, told about how her group had encountered
a set of rapids. She had suggested that pad-
dling up the rapids would be dangerous, and
that someone would need to physically get into
the water and pull the canoes up against the
current. Megan took the leadership and sacri-
ficed staying dry for the benefit of the group. “I
know I did a big thing for the group . . . . So,
I just got in. It was freezing ... . The [satis-
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faction] came from keeping them dry, ...
knowing that I kept people dry and knowing I
saved them from tipping.” Megan exemplified
an ongoing helping dynamic that facilitated
reciprocity and the formation of community
among the peers and staff members.

Challenge: Post-Trip. In contrast to the
wilderness trip phase, post-trip challenges—
meaning the kinds of challenges youth faced in
their everyday lives after the trip had conclud-
ed—had a largely different set of characteris-
tics. In terms of pastimes, or how youth were
spending their time, a mixture of active and
passive activity was reported. Feelings of anx-
iety and avoidance of emotional challenges
were also reported, as was boredom and frus-
tration in the absence of challenging activity.
Nicole, for example, related how her time at
home following the trip had been character-
ized by family conflict. Her attempts to deal
with the conflict were described as a mental
challenge. Nicole admitted:

I haven’t really had to go through a lot
that’s been too challenging for me, no.
Other than—my whole family situation
is kinda’, really sorta’ messed up. And
that’s more of a mental challenge that
we were talking about earlier. Where I
have to get along with my mom. And
that can, at times, get really hard for me.
... That’s where I tend to get out of the
house. So, I avoid that when I can.

Personal and social growth, while preva-
lent throughout the wilderness trip, was some-
what weaker among the post-trip accounts.
When asked what her daughter had been doing
with her free time post-trip, Summer, for ex-
ample replied, “She’s by herself. She enter-
tains herself by watching TV, playing games
on the computer, and those little hand held
video games. She really doesn’t have any
friends.”

Additionally, compared to the wilderness
trip, opportunities to act as helpers among
peers were substantially less prevalent among
most post-trip accounts. The act of helping
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was instead characterized as youth willingness
to do chores and help around the home.

Community

As a second constructed theme, “commu-
nity” emerged as a major topic of talk among
the research participants. The combination of
- personal and social growth, having developed
through challenge, fostered an environment of
interdependence and reciprocity in which
youth felt satisfaction in contributing to their
group. These ingredients, combined with a
staff intent on supporting participant growth,
developed into a community of youth and staff
that seemed to represent deep meaning for the
program participants.

Community: Wilderness Trip. Among the
meanings of community experienced during
the trip were characteristics of trust, social
support, and friendship. Trust, for examples,
as a salient aspect of the community experi-
ence, was clearly articulated by Hal.

Well, the people that you’re with on the
trip kind of be, sorta become your fam-
ily on the trip and you learn to share
what you can’t really share at home
with them. Because you know it’s going
to be confidential. And at home or spe-
cifically at my house, you know it’s
probably not gonna be confidential and
it’s just gonna get around. And usually
come back and bites you in the butt.

Within the context of physical challenge,
Bruce talked about how supporting one an-
other in the group was central to getting the
group over a beaver dam.

The communication skills. Trying to
have one person at the top of the beaver
dam. Guiding the canoe while the other
person at the bottom pushed it up in
order to get it to the top. ... Some
people were strong enough to do it,
some people weren’t. If you
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couldn’t do it, then you had somebody
else help you.

Friendship development during the wilder-
ness experience was an additional indicator of
community development. Various indications
were relayed suggesting friendship develop-
ment was an important aspect of the trip. Jeff
related how a major goal for his trip was to
make a friend. “I met a couple a new people
... and they became my friends. Someone we
could talk to on the trip, about our private,
personal stuff without people knowin’.”
Megan, just as Hal stated above, further de-
scribed a sense of family developing among
the youth and adults on the trip. “My group
became, like a family and I liked it.”

Whereas the act of necessarily helping one
another related to overcoming physical and
psychological challenges of the wilderness ex-
perience, youth helping one another also con-
tributed to the creation of a community envi-
ronment. This sub-theme of helping, from the
first theme further overlaps and links personal
and social growth during the trip. The group
norm of helping became a unifying force that
facilitated the solidification of group bonds
and strength of community. As an example,
Hal, a youth participant explained:

There was always someone to help.
Even if they were doing something,
they would always come and help you if
it was hard. . . . [If] you were carrying a
canoe and couldn’t really do it, some-
one would come up ... It makes it
easier on you because you know there’s
always someone to help even in a rough
situation.

Trust, friendship, and social support were
among the strongest indicators of community
during the wilderness trip. This community
experience, however, was not fully sustained
post-trip.

Community: Post-Trip. As discussed ear-
lier, helping had developed as a normative
behavior among the members of the wilder-
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ness group. As a product of the challenge
experience, the group norm of helping had
become a unifying force that facilitated the
solidification of group bonds and strength of
community during the wilderness experience.
Indications of helping behaviors, however,
were lacking among post-trip accounts which
were described as a mixture of attachment to,
and detachment from, community.

Many of the youth returned to day-to-day
lifestyles in which social engagement was
lacking. Chip, for example, had set a goal for
himself to “Get more friends ... ” upon re-
turning home. However, he was not success-
ful. In addition, his mother indicated the fam-
ily had not had time for him to attend the
follow-up group, nor did she suggest parental
encouragement to help Chip stay connected
with the friends he had made during the trip.

Among the youth, the primary post-trip
link to peer community was found in their
participation in a “follow-up group.” As sug-
gested by Brett, a staff member, the follow-up
group was instrumental to reducing youth risk
of social isolation.

I think they just, as a group of kids, they
just love to be together. If we could be
doing any activity, they just love it,
because they’re together, they trust each
other. Um, a lot of these kids don’t have
a lot of friends. So the group that we’re
doing now is essentially their peer con-
tact outside of school. So, they have a
sense of belonging and identity.

The group meetings served to reinforce
social bonds and community established dur-
ing the wilderness trip, however, meetings
lacked activity with the kinds of physical,
social and mental challenges that helped to
solidify the sense of community built in the
wilderness. As Karlita stated, the follow-up
gatherings were largely social and passive in
nature (e.g. attending a baseball game, having
dinner). “We went out for pizza. . . . But I just
thought ... I really want to find other ways
where we can have . . . more activity-oriented
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things where they can have a challenge.” Kar-
lita suggested challenging pursuits could have
multiple benefits to the group including ongo-
ing skill development and the ability to trans-
fer physically challenging experience to cop-
ing with emotional challenges.

Adult-Youth Relationships

A third major theme of “adult-youth rela-
tionships” also emerged. This theme surrounds
the interactions between and among the par-
ents, staff members, and youth in the study.
During the trip, relationships between the
youth and the program staff were deep and
meaningful to both parties.

As these relationships were explored, it
became clear that wilderness trip bonds be-
tween staff members and youth were strong.
However, a disconnection emerged between
both staff-parent relationships and youth-par-
ent relationships, as they pertained to the pro-
gram. These links and disconnects are illus-
trated below.

Adult-Youth Relationships: Wilderness Trip.
Supporting youth growth and development
throughout the ACE trip was clearly a goal and
priority of the staff program leaders. The effort
to help the youth develop and discover their
inner strengths was clearly communicated by
Doc.

You want them to think, that it was a
really hard experience. And from that
came some strength that you wouldn’t
have had otherwise. . .. And it seemed
like the more we kind of told them how
good they were doing, and how well
they were dealing with the struggle, the
better they did.

Doc exemplifies the authors” observations that
bonds between staff and youth were strong and
supportive of ACE participants’ personal de-
velopment during the trip. As Greg, a parent,
observed of his son, “I think the encourage-
ment and support he got from the group lead-
ers went a long way towards making him
maybe reevaluate how he saw himself.”
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While the youth’s interaction with staff
members and the program facilitated growth
and community, the parents, in contrast, sat
largely outside of the wilderness trip support
equation. The absence of parents was evident,
and a program-parent disconnect was manifest
in the parents’ non-participation and lack of
knowledge about what occurred during their
children’s week in the wilderness. Parents
were largely outsiders of the community that
developed among the youth and staff mem-
bers.

Many of the parents wanted to learn about
the trip from their children, although the youth
had not shared much information with them.
As Mae, a parent, put it, “Gee. I'd liked to
have known a little bit more about it. A little
more details.”

The lines of communication between staff
and parents were further explored, and there
emerged little evidence of a working relation-
ship. This observation was made in stark con-
trast to the open and flowing relationship that
existed between the staff members and youth.
Most of the parents simply lacked information
about the trip. As Summer pointed out:

I was hoping one of the adult leaders in
[my daughter’s] group would have con-
tacted me after they got back from the
trip just to let me know any thoughts or
things that they observed, or any in-
stances they had with [my daughter].
... Because when she came home it
was really hard to get a lot of stuff out
of her. ... As a parent I would like to
have feedback as to what they observed
[her] to be like on the trip.

Adult-Youth  Relationships:  Post-Trip.
Post-trip links between the program and youth
were further characterized by strong support-
ive emotional bonds. These relational bonds,
however, were combined with program proce-
dures disconnected from extending some of
the stronger outcomes of the wilderness trip
(e.g. opportunities for group-oriented chal-
lenge and opportunities for youth to act in
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helping roles). Additionally, post-trip commu-
nications between the program and parents
were characterized by an extreme information
gap as displayed by parents’ limited knowl-
edge of what their children had done or ac-
complished during the wilderness trip. This
issue was illustrated by Mae who expressed
disappointment at the lack of communication
and follow-up with parents.

I just felt like I wasn’t really getting as
much helpful information as I could
have. I think maybe they could have
stressed more of what your kids can get
out of it. Or how we can best support
them before and after.

Summer also expressed frustration over not
being able to learn much about the wilderness
trip from her daughter. Her tone, however,
came across as condescending and controlling.

Well, of course some of my first ques-
tions to her were—which put her off—
were “Did you remember to wait your
turn?” Or “not be so bossy?” Or “not
get angry with others?” And of course
those are the questions that she hates to
hear from me, because they’re constant
questions from me.

The interest in supporting their children’s
accomplishments, yet lacking the information
in how to do so, was a sentiment expressed by
some parents in contrast to others who ex-
pected the program to change their children
without parental assistance. Corcho, for exam-
ple, expected more change in her son than she
actually observed.

Maybe I was expecting too much. ... I
guess because of what the counselors
[said] that [he] would be a changed man
when he got back. . .. I was expecting
him to have made some friends. ... I
think he pushes people away because
he’s so impulsive. So I was hoping that
he would be a little more calm.
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However, Corcho did not suggest she
might have a role in supporting her son’s
accomplishments. Her statement, above, dem-
onstrates an observation discovered among
multiple parent interviews. Many parents
failed to see themselves as having a major role
in supporting or extending outcomes of the
ACE program.

Discussion

The theoretical frameworks used for this
study were adopted to identify the psycholog-
ical experiences of youth participants during
the wilderness trip, and how their experiences
during the trip were generalized beyond the
wilderness experience. The emergence of the
salient theme “community” suggested that so-
cial interactions exerted a major influence on
youth experiences during the wilderness trip.
However, the role of community attachment
was not nearly as strong in their post-trip
accounts. In examining the influence of com-
munity on the youth, social capital theory
informs one’s understanding of this theme.

Social Capital Theory

The central premise behind social capital
theory is that social networks have value (Put-
nam, 2000). Social capital theory integrates
two longstanding themes in social history.
First is sociability, the idea that human beings
manage better when bonded together. Also
included is the idea of exchange, that human
interaction involves the sharing and transfer of
resources (Bowling & Hemingway, 2004).
Specifically, the concept refers to social con-
nections among groups of individuals in which
norms of trust and reciprocity arise (Putnam).

Social capital theory conceptually interre-
lates with the self-determination construct, a
theoretical framework that partially guided
this study. As described by Ryan and Deci
(2000), self-determination is not solely an in-
dividualistic construct. Rather, across the life-
span, self-determination is more likely to
flourish in contexts characterized by a secure
sense of relatedness (Ryan & LaGuardia,
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2000). Especially for youth, acting in a self-
determined manner is dependent upon one’s
ability to engage in social networks and col-
laborate with others (Serna & Lau-Smith,
1995). Therefore, as sociability, relatedness
and social networking are indicators of social
capital, the presence of social capital arguably
facilitates the expression of self-determina-
tion.

Another guiding framework, flow theory,
also conceptually overlaps with social capital
theory. While flow is commonly understood as
individual experience, the data suggest the
concept has social relevance. Mitchell (1988)
for example, proposed perceived competence,
“the process of recognizing one’s abilities and
applying them meaningfully and completely,”
(p. 44), is a prerequisite of flow and resides
within a social context. As youth and staff
members talked about the trip, indications of
“group flow” emerged, where the key ingredi-
ents were trust, reciprocity, and the value of
being group members. Their accounts indi-
cated that perceived competence was impor-
tant not only to individuals, but also to the
group. Competence enabled group members to
engage in significant challenges as a group,
and to support one another in the process. As
youth and staff members came together to
surmount challenges, they developed pride
and vestment in the group. A relationship
between flow and social capital, therefore,
emerges where the group experience was char-
acterized by the properties of both theories.

As previously stated, norms that develop
when social capital is present include the ten-
dency of people to do things for one another.
An environment that fosters social capital is
one that supports networks of individuals act-
ing together more effectively to pursue shared
objectives (Putnam, 2000). In sharing goals,
members of a social network are given oppor-
tunities to take on challenges, set goals, and
demonstrate competence in activities to benefit
the community. Flow-like experience is, there-
fore, more likely to occur when individuals
have opportunities to demonstrate competence
in such environments.
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Social Capital and Youth
Development

Research has shown where the presence of
social capital among families has positively
influenced youth outcomes. As a support to
youth development, social capital is particu-
larly effective when youth become actively
involved in matters that directly impact their
lives. Youth engagement in decision-making
processes, whether in school, community
groups, or youth organizations, has been rec-
ognized as an essential component to youth
development (Zeldin, 2004).

While building community attachment is a
key aspect of supporting youth development,
parents and non-family adults play critical
roles in the youth development-community
attachment process. For example, research in-
dicates that youth with stronger attachments to
school personnel and family show signifi-
cantly lower rates of emotional distress, vio-
lent behavior, substance use, and higher rates
of altruism and respect toward others (Zeldin,
2004). Additional research has shown that
children with high numbers of risk factors can
succeed in life when their parents have enough
social capital (Furstenberg & Hughes, 1995;
Putnam, 2000)

As suggested earlier, engaging youth to
take active roles in community decision mak-

.ing reduces the likelihood of young people
feeling isolated and engaging in risky behavior
(Zeldin, 2004). Such interactions are critical to
youth development, particularly when youth
develop trusting and meaningful relationships
in addition to attachments with supportive,
non-family adults. Adults, however, do not
always recognize the value of these relation-
ships (Jarret, Sullivan, & Watkins, 2004).

Likewise, social-capital within families has
a powerful influence on developmental growth
of young people (Coleman, 1988). Families
that enjoy close social bonds and parents who
instill the value of reciprocity in their children
are more likely to achieve a greater degree of
compliance and adherence to their common
values (Putnam, 2000).
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As the participants of this study clearly
communicated, the community that developed
during the wilderness trip arose from, and
contributed to, the individual and social devel-
opment of the youth. The wilderness experi-
ence provided the ACE participants with op-
portunities to build social capital within their
community of peers and adult staff. Norms of
reciprocity emerged, trust was developed, op-
portunities for leadership were seized, and
resources of both physical and emotional sup-
port were shared among group members
throughout the trip. Furthermore, youth were
supported in their efforts by the encourage-
ment of staff members, adults perceived as
both caring and supportive of youth autonomy.
Parents however, considered primary agents in
youth and community development (Autry &
Anderson, 2007; Coleman, 1988; Furstenberg
& Hughes, 1995; Henderson & Berla, 1994;
Jarret et al., 2004; Putnam, 2000; Zeldin,
2004), were left out of the community. The
development and employment of social capital
during the wilderness trip was limited to the
youth participants and staff members. As there
was limited dialogue between the program and
parents, parents were not engaged in commu-
nity experience. They were, therefore, limited
in their abilities to connect with their children
about the wilderness trip.

While social capital seemed to make gains
among the youth during the wilderness trip,
there was an apparent break in social capital
after the trip concluded. Parent and youth
accounts showed there was limited transfer of
social capital to post-trip life.

Optimism Theory

Throughout the interviews, it became clear
that youth participants gained strong feelings
of personal competence through their accom-
plishments during challenges in the backcoun-
try. This competence seemed to propel them
through subsequent wilderness obstacles. It
seemed to carry over for some into generalized
talk about newfound self-confidence, social
confidence, physical strength, skill develop-
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ment, sense of trust, and the ability to cope
with negative events. Challenging experiences
were transformed into positive accomplish-
ments, which in turn influenced the youth
participants’ attitudes toward future chal-
lenges.

A positive future orientation has been re-
ferred to as optimism (Tiger, 1979), a theoret-
ical concept that informs interpretation of the
major themes. As Peterson (2000) explained,
optimism is a self-regulatory construct in
which people may ask themselves about im-
pediments to achieving the goals they have
adopted. “In the face of difficulties, do people
nonetheless believe their goals can be
achieved? If so, they are optimistic; if not they
are pessimistic” (p. 47). Pessimism leads to
giving up whereas optimism leads to contin-
ued efforts to attain one’s goal. The centrality
of competence, goals, and challenges to opti-
mism theory suggests conceptual correspon-
dence with the guiding frameworks of this
study.

Unifying themes between optimism, flow
and self-determination include competence
and goal-directed action. Having clear goals,
for example, helps facilitate flow experience
(Csikszentmihalyi, 2000), and the balance be-
tween challenge and skill is central to the flow
model. As a facilitation of hope and optimism
(Buchanan & Seligman, 1995), feeling flow is
the experience of activity in which individuals
feel competent and in control of challenging
pursuits, goals are clear, progress toward those
goals is clearly understood, and individuals are
self-affirmed in the pursuit of such activities
(Csikszentmihalyi, 2000; Voelkl et al., 2003).
Likewise, the ability to set future goals, and
the feeling one has the competence to achieve
those goals is central to feeling self-deter-
mined (Ryan & Deci, 2000).

Optimism and Youth Development

As a group, youth reflected the develop-
ment of optimistic attitudes in facing chal-
lenges during the trip, and they left the wilder-
ness trip with optimistic thoughts about
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themselves. However, like social capital, ex-
pression of optimism following the trip was
mixed. Activities that fostered further devel-
opment of optimism were limited in number
and strength. Furthermore, parental support-
iveness for optimism was also mixed. While
some parents used language that seemed
“tuned-in” to their children’s development and
were actively supportive of such, others spoke
in ways in which they were annoyed by and
distrustful of their children.

Additionally, whereas hope for the future is
facilitated by strong attachments to commu-
nity (Autry & Anderson, 2007), the data have
demonstrated how the follow-up group trans-
formed what would have otherwise been a
short-lived community into a lasting social
network. Parents, however, were not included
in this community, as shown by their lack of
knowledge about youth experiences during the
wilderness trip. Parents were unclear about the
importance of this community attachment, and
thus parental support for the youth community
was mixed.

Theoretical Implications

The term “positive youth development”
(PYD) has emerged from more than a decade
of research concerned with the promise of
youth potential. The study of PYD includes a
research approach focusing on children’s
unique talents, strengths, interests, and future
potential (Damon, 2004). In the view of posi-
tive youth development, young people are en-
visioned as resources rather than as problems
for society. Within this framework, Larson
(2000) proposed a refocusing of youth pro-
gramming and research on initiative develop-
ment—empowering young people to engage
in self-motivated, goal-directed, complex ac-
tivity. Initiative development should be a core
quality of positive youth development, Larson
argued.

As the data suggested, youth can gain sub-
stantial growth benefit from a structured chal-
lenge experience that fosters development and
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FIGURE 2. STRUCTURED YOUTH PROGRAMMING AS A MEANS FOR POSITIVE
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expression of initiative (Larson, 2000). When
engaged in challenging activities together with
supportive, non-family adults such as program
staff persons, bonds develop and community
emerges. Programs have the opportunity to
include parents in this community by opening
lines of communication and by inviting paren-
tal involvement. By engaging parents in pro-
gram goals and activities, parent-staff-youth
relationships are likely to develop that poten-
tially support the youth in their endeavors, and
quite probably benefit parents and the overall
program as well. ‘

By broadening the system of activity and
communication to include and involve parents,
a program builds social capital among partic-

Third Quarter 2007

ipants. In addition to building social capital,
this kind of program fosters flow, self-deter-
mination, and optimism among youth through
structured and purposive application of goal-
oriented challenging activities. These activi-
ties afford opportunities to express agency,
feel intrinsically motivated, gain feelings of
competence and control, develop self-confi-
dence and hope for the future, and persist
through and adapt to adversarial situations.
Youth initiative development, a target goal of
positive youth development (Larson, 2000), is
proposed as an outcome of such experiences.
In this way, structured youth programming
becomes a means of fostering positive youth
development (Figure 2).
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Practical Implications

Based on the data and additional review of
literature, therapeutic wildemess programs
clearly have substantial potential to build so-
cial capital in tandem with facilitating flow-
like experience and self-determination devel-
opment among youth. Extending this kind of
positive development beyond the wilderness
program requires structured efforts on the part
of a program and parents to consciously work
toward that end. Programs such as those of-
fered by CFS must offer continual opportuni-
ties beyond the wilderness trip for youth to
voluntarily challenge themselves in goal-di-
rected activity and to reap the developmental
benefits of solving self-chosen problems. On-
going programming approaches might include
opportunities for youth-directed community
volunteer projects and youth-directed recre-
ational activities. As suggested by Ellis, Braff,
and Hutchinson (2001), programs could en-
courage the development of ongoing youth
planning groups and committees to determine
programming directions and strategies for the
larger group.

Additionally, parents must be given signif-
icant roles in supporting youth participation. A
therapeutic wilderness program, for example,
could invite parents’ involvement through
more intensive pre-trip and post-trip parent-
inclusive participation. In such a dynamic, a
program could help to build social capital
among youth and parents by inviting parents to
co-participate on some level, and additionally
instruct parents as to how to best support youth
prior to and following the wildemess trip.
Youth-planned family recreational activities in
which youth, siblings and parents co-partici-
pate could help facilitate parental connection
to their children and the overall therapeutic
program while fostering youth initiative. It
would also be important for the program to
solicit a solid commitment from parents to
follow-through on participation, and perhaps
make parental participation a condition of
youth participation.

In this way, information channels could
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better flow between the program, parents, and
youth, and parents could be better equipped to
encourage their children’s efforts, thus sup-
porting child hope and optimism (Eisner,
1995). Additionally, efforts could be made to
educate parents on the effects of positive ver-
sus punitive parenting styles on their children
(Stormshak, Dishion, Light, & Yasui, 2005).
Parent psycho-educational workshops, for in-
stance, could target parental areas of concemn,
such as developing trusting relationships with
their children, and supporting healthy youth
development through positive parenting. Fur-
thermore, shared family recreation activities,
such as outdoor activities in which the youth
participants take on leadership roles, could
further provide non-threatening opportunities
for parents and youth to support one another
and practice both recreational and relational
skills.

The results of this study indicate the need
for further research identifying specific pro-
grammatic influences on social capital and
optimism found in therapeutic adventure inter-
ventions. Additionally, future research exam-
ining the process of engaging parents and
families would be beneficial to the field of
therapeutic adventure.
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