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Therapeutic Aspects of Wilderness
Programs: A Comprehensive Literature

Review.

by Peter M. Gibsson

Fsychelogists and other meotal
health professionals will always search
for new amd better treatment programs
for the emotionally disturbed and men-
tally il in owr society. Eepecially inothe
treatment of chronic hospitatized psy-
chiatric patients and disturbed adoles-
conds are alternatives (o traditional in-
stitationalization, medicatinn and psy-
chotherapy needed. One such alterna-
tive is a therapentic wilderress pro-
gram, which 1 here define as any
variety of ouldoor activity {or ae-
tivitiesd, taking place in a wilderness
environment, that & designed to -
prove the emgotional and behavioral as
justment of the participants in that ac
tivity. Swch a therapentic program may
range from 2 half-day suting to & year-
roured operation, and the activities io-
volved may fnclude backpacking,
racuntaineering, rock olimbing, canoe~
ing, cross country skiing and such {radi-
tional suparser camp activities as soft-
ball and swireing, anoog others,

Historical Development of
Therapeutic Wilderness Programs

The origin of therapeutic wilderness
prograras in this country s cloonicled
i the American Jourm! of Insanity dur-
sog the varly 1900 Caplan {1967}, in &
review of these early artivhes, states that
“tent trestroent’ for hospitalized pey-
chiatric patiests began in 1901 at
Manhattan State Heoepital Bast in New
York City when the hospital adminis-
trator placed mary patients, oths tober-
auiar and peychiatric, in tents on the
hospital grounds in owder to relieve
overcrowding and avotd an epidendn of
tuberculosis. The huspital staff noted
improvement i bith the physical and
mental health of these patierds, and by
1910 ancther dtate bospital in New
York, staried 3 suromer Camp program

 for psychiatric patients. Camping pro-
‘grams are now a regular part of the

recreational activities at many psy-
chiatric hospitals theoughout the caune -
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try {Ackerman et al 1954 Acnff 1961,
Adame 1969 Barker & Weisman 1968,
Jerstad & Stelzer 1973 Kaplan &
Reneau 1985 Poleny & Rubttz 1907
Pemar & Lowey 1974 Rysa & Johrson
1972; Sheaver 197% Smith 1959; Tuttle
e al, 1975 Welsman et 3l 1966; Whit-
tekin 19670

Surnmmer camgs for childeen and
adolescerds bogan in the United States
i 1861, but @ was not wntil approx-
wrately 19X, when the bistory of
carnping erdered whal Damock (1948}
calls the Stage of Social Oxdentation and
Hesponsibility, that camp staif becane
mom atuned (o the individual pay-
chidlogioal oeeds of the tampers aod
how the camp coubd owet these ored
Dimock and Hendry {1929 were
among the first to describe how suramer
carap can function as a behavior ad-
paster for childrers, and by 1950 the
fterature nchudes many artichs abow
summer gy for disturbed children
and adolescents {(Bells 1947, Goodrich
1947, Hallowitz 1950, Harms 1347
Mrse 1947; Perlman 1947; ScheddBoger
& Seherdiinger 19470 Iudend, the topic
of therapeutic suromer caraping for dis-
turbed youth has been considered ine
corfand enough that two ournals have
devoted entire isws jo B (Nervows
Child, Voluroe &, Mumber 2, 1947 and
Journgl of Socia! liwues, YVedumbe 13,
Maguber 1, 1957}, Rederences siree 1953
inshade Hexr (3975), Lougheilier (1965),
MeNeil {1957, 1962}, Middlernan (1963),
Morse {1957), Rawson {1973}, Redl
{1967}, Rickard and Dinoff {1385, 1967,
19713 Resen (1959, Srdderman {1974),
and Mroudenmire and Comela (1973}

n widition © "terd freatonent” for
payehiatric patients snd suroner caraps
for youth, there is a third, more recent,
influence in the history of wiiderness
programs, and this is Cutward Bound,
Outward Bound, begun in 1M1 in
Wales, was originally desigoed as & mo-
vival training progrsen for British ses-

%

men fighting o World War i Today,
with Chatward Bouad schools operstiog
in 13 countrivs, course offerings vary
widely, gt they generally invelve a
rigorons and densive program, of
three to fowr week duralion, with
emphasis placed on physical training,
teamnwork and the sueoesshd comple-
tiore of diffioadt axud chalivoging wildee-
ness sctivities. While Outward Bound
courses are primarily for “ponmal” in-
dividuals, they have been used as 2
mndet for other survival traindng pro-
grams, inchading roany designed for
eractionally distorbed or delinguent ine
dividuale {Adams 19%% Baraws &
Bergeson 1972; Collingwood n.d.
Cytrynbaum & ¥en 1975; CGaston of al,
1878 Oreentree 1975; ferstad & Stelzer
1973, Kelly & Baer 1968, 1969;
Mclxonald 1974; Nold & Wilpees 1975,
Porter 1975, A Prospectus nd. Shank
1975; Stimpson & Pederson 1874
Wildomess nd). A complete litprature
review and bibliography oo (hdward
Boarad tan be found o Shaoee {3977

Theovetical Studies

The goals of therapeutic wilderness
programs are fairly slear. They
generaily inchude ehavior chaoge, in-
creased eowtivnal. gsdjustroent, enban-
cement of selfwconcept and mproved
relationships with others. What & not
28 clear is how these goals are sc
coraplished or what 3 i aboot the
wilderness programs that proeduce the
desteed changes e the paticipants, ]
will discuss below  several  differerdt
thenmetical formulations that attempt to
axnawey these questions.

O of the fisst aspects of wilderness
prograns referred to o many studies s
the nature of the wilderoess selting 8-

seif, Several mehors disoues the berefit |

inherent in simply removing the emn~
tionally disturbed ndividal feorn his
originel envirorerent the it horee, hos-
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pital or neigbborbond), where the
defensive 3ad mualadaptive behavine
patterss are eliciied {(Dimoek & Hendoy
1829, Bolls 1847 Hoblw & Shelton 1972;
Mand & Green nd; Scheidlioger &
Soheidlinger 1947). In this regard,
Wohded! {1962} says that in the wilder-
ness one 38 free from the controls and
coerckey of the instibdion, the ar-
tificiality of office therapy and the
restrictive formality of school,

Bernstein {39720 discusses the ides
that the wilderness setting, becase it
offers o bigh degres of predictability
avad Hitle amblguily, evokes copiog a3
opposed o defensive dehavior.
Similarly, MNold and Wilpers (1975} con-
chixde that the neutral nature of the s~
ting, in which wuaflict i provided only
by natwral esvircranendal forces, de-
mands a change of outlook on the part
of the participants. Hughes and Dudley
{1973} telieve that the physical freadom
of the new setting weskens undesirable
behaviors that are no longer adaptive
and that the successful wilderress ex-
perienoe can make the participant feel,
for perhaps the firat tioe in ks fife, that
be 16 3 usehyd odividual with potential
tor both growth and achievsment.

Barcus and Bergeson {1972} and
CGreentree {1975) both discuss the stress
factor in the wilderness setting. They
forl that the sucvesshd mastery of
stressful experiences will aliow the pro-
gram participants 0 achieve evord
thelr self-perceived Bmits. Simdlarly,
Hobbs and Sheltor {31972 say that ex-
posure o a challenging and wlven-
turous envirommerd demarads self-
refiance, resporsibility sod iradepen-
dence on the part of the partivipants in
order that they may acquire the basic
necessitios of wilderness Bving (such as
‘& shehter),

Firally, Lovett {3971) reports that the
evering tampfire situation elicits dis-
cussion of the mmperns oboerens,
fxcilifaling the operation of this disous

Secand Crearser 1974

BN ag 3 group counseling sesion.

& secorad aspet of wilderness pro-
grams witen discussed in the litersture
as being sspecislly therapeutic is the
group experierce, MNokd aond Wilpes
(1973} wite teawwork as one of the
central poociples of wilderness pro-
grams, Geoup copperatior and decision
making are necessary, they say, in
order to succend at various aciivities,
and group discossions underline the
purposs of activities aod bring conflicts
1 the surface. Hobbs and Shelton (1972}
f2el that group sessions, with an
evaphasis on carpers’ feeliogs toward
and criticism of other members, pro-
duce valuable snd meaninghd comw-
munication and teach new and better
roethods of handling interpersonal son-
flict. Shndlaely, Bosen (1959) siates that
fis summer eamp for emationally dis-
turbed childeen 5 designed fo increase
maturity by means of group discussions,
development of group cohesion and
pevchodrarma.

Cne of the oldest year-round
therapauiic wilderness programs in the
corartry, the Salesmarship Boys Chab
Camp founded by Loughmiller in 14948,
relies heavily on the group experierce.
int his hook, Loughmilier (1965 discusses
group striciure, group cowseling,
group problem-solving, group support
and the emergence of group values as
central fo the therapeutic provess and t
the success of the carop.

A third major theoretical forrmdation
soncerning how t st program dbiec-
tives is learning theory. Seversl wilder-
ress programs for bath delirauert and
emotipnally disturbed children ard
adolescents employ a variety of
behavioral technigues such as moded
ing, therapentic wontracting, positive
and regative winfircement contingen-
oies and the developmers of a token
ecconomy (Hobbs & radka 1975, 197%;
Hawson 1973 Rickand & Dinoff 1965,
1867, 18976, Roudenmidre & Comola
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1973; Kole & Busae 1965)

Cither authors, while not directly dis-
cussing modeling as 2 method of
bebavior change, bave focused oo the
therapeutin valee of the relationship
between the emotionally disturbed
caxnpex arsd bis counselor &t a sumuner
catp (Barcus & Bergeson 198 Dimork
& Hendry 1928; McMeil 1962, Middie
man & Seever 6% Scheidlinger &
Scheidlinger 1947),

I a sometimes confused and echectic
fashion, still vther researchers have in-
voked & wariety of other theoretical
frameworks to acoound for changes that
ooopr in thempeetic wibderness pro-
grams. While some of these defy
categoneation {Blechner 1976, Facot
Sheet 8.d.: Gebelein 19771, they include
transactional analvsis {Medrick 197,
Porter 1975}, personal causabion theory
{Porter 1975) asseriivences raining
{Parter 1973}, self-conoept theory (4
Prospecins nd.; ndl) reality therapy
{Shank 19751 and psychoaralytic theory
(AdcMeit 19570,

(servationsl Studies

Many anthors, in desoribing in-
dividaal wildermess programs, report
resuls that aw purely cheervational
and anecdotal in nature {Goodrich 1947,
jerstad & Stelger 1973 Kaplan &
Rereau 1965, Kistler et al 1977, Lowry
1974 Mand & Green nd McFacland et
al 1967 Muller 1971 O'Donne! 1973
Rediman & Poborny 1974; Kosen 195%;
Shearer 19751 Such results, atiribaded to
participation in the program, include
the development of group support, im-
proved self-estsem, improved relation-
ships with cthers, increased participa-
tiont in activities, decreased bostility
and increased depression.

These results, however, s of ques-
tionable validity teoasse of poasible blas
in sample selection, abserice of measure-
ment instraments other than behavior

®

chaervation, possible bias on the part of
the pkserver, sesence of 3 contrad group,
absence of follow-up dala and often
smzil sample size. While the validity of
the results is guestionable, these studies
are vahuable wn thelr descriptions of o
vartely of wilderress programs, their
discussions of problens often encours
tered in such programs, arst in thelr
ofteny detaited and generally positive
case history mpoets,

Empirical Studies

The empirinal studies conoerning the
therapeutic effects of wilderoess proe
grame on the program partinipants are
sumrnarized in Table 1. These studies
wover a variely of progrant {ypes, sub-
ot populations and nulcome criteria

it can be seen froot Table 1 that all of
these studies suffer from miner io
sevions  methodological shortcomings,
In several studies the isstrument or
method ased to evaloate the program is
not given and therefore cannot be
assensed {Hobbs 1966; Loughmiller 1965;
Rawson 1873 In other stodies 3 gues
tionnaire, which i of doeobiful validity,
is the only asesment device used (M-
Creary-fubase & Jeosen 1969, Rickard
& Dinoff 1967, 1971) In three other
shudies the descriptions of the measure-
ment instramends wed are such that
they, too, are of questionable validity
{Polenz & Rubitz 1977; Ryan & Johrwan
197%; Tuitle et al. PWEL

The study reported in Welsman & al.
{1986} and Barker and Weisman (1966}
states that 41 omt of 90 chronic psy-
chiatric patients were discharged from
the hospdtal within three months after
attending 2 sumger camp, but this
figure i meariogless without knowing
the manner in which the sublects were
selectesd and the discharge rate of suly
pcts whao did net atterd the cany.

A study by Cave and Rappaport
{1977} evaluates a wildermws progran
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for merdally disordered, Hrst offendss,
aduft, male crirainals, While using the
Minmesota Midtiphasic Personality Io-
verdory as a pre- axsd post-test roeasure,
the results of this study are confused,
misinterpreted and not subjected o
statistical analysis.

Asdams (1969 louks at the effect of
survival training {as provided by the
National QOutdoor Leadership Schoob
on the self<concepts and personality
factors of institutionalised, smotionally
disturked adolescents, Adama veports
significant increases io the physical s,
personal self and personality idegra-
tion scores axnd a significant decrease in
the sumber of signs of deviancy of per-
somality of the aubjects after the pro-
grara, He also reports that at the end of
the program the subjects were signift-
cantly more adventurms, subirnissive,
warm amd sef-corgrofled a5 well as
roore eothusiastic, conscientions, tugh,
trustfol and stable than at the begio-
oy, This study, however, suffers from
the poseloility of blas in the saople
wiection, small sample size, fack of a
contmol group and lack of follow-up
data.

Sederman (1574, whose udy of 2
W-day day camp for emotionally dis-
turbad bovs lacks any follow-up, xeports
significantly greater improverpent in
social adiustment, as measured by the
California Test of Peomnality, for the
puperiroental subjerts that for 3
mastched contral grouge

A study by Stmpson and Pederson
{1970}, which suffers frony having a
small sample size and no contes group
or follow-up, reports significant
charges in self-conoppt after a three
weeh survival training program, while
vhanges in behavior were not sigoifi-
cand,

Several studies evaluate survival
tratning progeasns for adolescent delin-
guents, whom 1 consider here 1o be
rootionally distuded. Kelly and Baer

Bevomst Creaartey 187%

{1968, 1963} repost that 20 pernt of the
subjects attendiog three Outward
Bound schobls seere recidivists, while
34 percent of the matched control group
which stteoded tradiional training
schoals were recidivists {sigrificant
p < 7} They goon w report sigrificant
positive changes on the part of the ex-
perimental subjects in present and ideal
self-cancept, social maladjusiment,
vahse orientation, sutisra, allenation,
aggression and repression, but these
findings suffer from having no oogv
PATISOT group.

Collingwond {nd.), whose study of &
three-wepk camping program for delin-
quends suffers from a sroall sample size
and lack of congyol grovp and follow-up
data, veports several significant results,
including prsitive changes in self-moo-
cept, locus of vontrol and behavior.

Two weli-designed evatvations of the
Tday Conpectiog Wilderness School
program for adolescent delinguents
{Cytrynbatem & Ken 1975 Gaston et al.
1978) report sigrificant positive chaoges
in self-concept, behavior, lecos of wne
trod, self-confidence and problem-soly-
ing ability at the end of the program. At
& six-month fdlow-up they found sig-
nificant differences between the experi-
mental and oontrol growgs it socal
functioning, locus of control and de-
viant bebavior,

Three studies, all of which suffer
from the absence of control grovgs and
foltow-up dats, wvsluale therapeutic
camps using such behavior thempy
techiniques as thevapestic contracting,
reinforcemerd contingencies, maodeling
and a token econonyy. Stowdensire and
Coanota {1973}, in a study of a two-week
camp for slementary school age
shildren with adistroeat problems, re-
port 3 significant decrease in pewrotic-
wen after the program, with no signift-
cant changes in behavior. ‘

Hobbs and Radka {1978}, in a study
with only nine sublerts, veport that
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