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European Adventure Therapy Partnership project ‘Reaching Further’  
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Corinna Fleischer (Germany), Lynn Van Hoof (Belgium), Silvia Sbarra (Italy), Harpa Yr Erlendsdóttir 

(Iceland), Alexander Rose (Spain), Wilbert Nolle (The Netherlands) 

 

 

 

 

This literature review was conducted to investigate the specifically defined core elements of the 

Adventure Therapy (AT) methodology, as applied to working with disadvantaged and at-risk youth.  

The identification of the key-elements was conducted within the framework of international project 

work, mainly during practical workshop presentations and post-processing of these workshops. 

 

The purpose of reviewing the international literature in the field of introducing different programs and 

theories concerning ‘AT with youth at risk’, was to examine if our common findings could also be found 

in the existing literature and if so to underline its fundamental importance. 
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Terms and focus of the study, research question 

 

During the workshop processing sessions - led by all partner organizations during our international 

meetings - common core and key-elements of ’AT with Youth at Risk’ best practices, were highlighted 

and incorporated into the focus of the literature study.  

Seven important key-elements of AT-programs that were highlighted during the meta-reflections of 

the workshops (some of which include additional sub-elements) are: 

- Nature 

- Biographical work  

- Group process 

- Metaphorical work 

- Reflection 

- Relationships between participants/clients and  

o The therapist 

o The family  

o The inner self  

- Balance between challenge and safety (incorporating perceived risk and comfort zone) 

 

 

Methods and procedures of review 

 

Before the ’AT with Youth at Risk’ literature review started, the RAG identified a limited selection of 

literature on AT in general, based on a selection of basic (European) literature that already existed 

across Europe, where such programs were being implemented. They recommended all partner 

organizations and the network that had been established, to read and digest these three general 

articles on Adventure Therapy.  

The three main ones were:  
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1. Luk Peeters (Belgium) (2003):  ’From Adventure to Therapy’: Some Necessary Conditions to 

Enhance the Therapeutic Outcomes of Adventure Programming. 

2. Nevin J. Harper (Canada), Luk Peeters (Belgium), Cathryn Carpenter (Australia) (2014): 

‘Adventure Therapy’. 

3. Günter Amesberger (Austria) (1998): ‘Theoretical Considerations of Therapeutic Concepts in 

Adventure Therapy’. 

 

During the first meeting in Germany (November 2015), the Partnership Team shared ideas and 

recommendations, resulting in the RAG making the proposal to create a common framework to review 

and select further AT literature with youth at risk.  

 

In their deliberations the Strategic Partnership adopted and adhered to the main rules and milestones 

of their review process, through looking at the following areas: 

 

1. Determination of used “types” of the research:  

a. the group decided to select articles that focus on practice and program descriptions, 

as a main theme for the literature review;  

b. in relation to looking at ‘best/good -practices’ they decided initially on what the 

guidelines were for ascertaining “what is ‘best/good practice’”, based on their own 

practice and general understanding across the field of AT 

2. Designation of the research process: describing characteristics of research findings; 

3. Creation of activities which furthered the review process; 

4. Developing concepts and finding common theories for creating a common language and 

common recommendations; 

5. Consideration, evaluation and dissemination across the board of literature that dealt with AT 

with Youth at Risk. 
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To adopt a unified and relevant approach to their literature review, the group looked at information 

from a dual perspective, e.g. a National and International level: - 

 

1. Reviewing literature on the Internet, online databases, traditional libraries – through formal 

and informal connections with professional practitioners, universities and appropriate 

organizations; 

2. Dealing with information through reading personalized bibliographies, and reviews by 

practitioners and researchers within the AT field; 

3. Sharing and preparing good practices using jointly created and agreed methods; 

4. Recording their literature findings, summarizing pertinent aspects of the review and producing 

a final written review. 

 

During the period that the Strategic Partnership Project and the various Action Groups were meeting 

to discuss these issues mentioned above, participants presented workshops. For the workshops 

participants developed a framework of appropriate outcomes using the key-elements mentioned 

earlier, and of course, underlining good practice recommendation processes and reviewing 

techniques. Similarly, the Research Action group was working on collating a list of those AT articles and 

books, which involved:  

 

1. Members prepared a proposed list of literature that best suited their reviewing needs: the 

article or book title; possible content of program description / programming / program 

evaluation / planning and practical implementation of the program; 

2. Once this was done, the collection of articles was divided among the seven RSG members, who 

then undertook the selection of articles for the first reviews, with further selection by 

relevance following; 



Adventure Therapy Europe  
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 

______________________________________________________________________ 
                                 Reaching Further – Strategic Partnership supported by Erasmus+ 

 
Dokument1                                                                                                                          page 5 

 
 

3. Members wrote a short review of selected articles using a common frame of reference, 

allowing them to highlight all key-elements, with some members preparing summaries on 

different key-elements, from the selected articles 

4. Finally, one member (formal coordinator of the research group) wrote a Synthesis Study. 

The literature evaluation criteria, was defined quite broadly, to allow all members to seek out relevant 

studies, according to their own culture and language, taking into account terminology differences: 

 

In total 22 papers were included in the literature review. They are marked with an asterisk in the 

reference list at the end of this chapter.  

 

 

 

Findings of key-elements in selected literature of “AT with Youth at Risk” 

 

The following section highlights summaries of the agreed seven elements of the AT methodology, 

based on the descriptions found in our reviewed literature. Many highlights involve quotes from AT 

authors which are looped with comments from the literature review group.  
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1. Key-element: “Nature” 

 

Taylor, Segal, and Harper (2010), argue that nature can be an essential “co- facilitator” of change. In 

that sense, within an AT program, nature can be either used as (1) the main setting (i.e. the reality of 

Nature) e.g. the unfamiliar environment in which important interactions can take place, or (2) nature 

can be used as a metaphor within the therapeutic process. 

 

When nature is used as the main setting in which an AT program takes place (often through outdoor 

activities), nature provides consequences that cannot be avoided (i.e. rain, lack of sleep, hunger), this 

renders participants ill equipped to hide their emotions and motivates participants towards action 

(Neill, 2003; Raines, 1985; Rosol, 2000; Russel, 2000). Nature as a setting also fosters fresh inter- and 

intrapersonal perspectives (Gass, 1993), interdependence and trust, vulnerability, openness and 

spontaneous connections (Kaplan and Talbot, 1983), 

 

Moreover, a lot of studies provide evidence that nature has a positive impact on the vitality and well-

being of youngsters: a 20 minute city-park walk fosters more concentration than a down-town walk 

(Taylor and Kuo, 2009); simply being in nature contributes to personal development, healing and 

therapeutic success (Beringer, 2004); viewing nature reduces anger, stress and anxiety, sustains 

attention and interest and enhances feelings of pleasure (Bird, 2007); through nature, participants gain 

new perspectives on their everyday environments, foster growth through overcoming cognitive 

dissonance and foster intrinsic motivation (self-determination theory, Ryan et al., 2010).  

 

Beringer (2004) concludes his article with saying that nature (as a wilderness, a semi-natural park, a 

cultural landscape or an urban setting like the inner-city) is a force in human development and an 

opportunity for adventure learning and therapy. Nature can also be used as an unfamiliar setting that 

provides immediate feedback and creates a state of dissonance within participants. This internal 

cognitive-emotional dissonance can generate a transformative experience. 
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2. Key-element: ”Biographical Work” 

 

Among the research selection, only Deane and Harré (2013) and Tucker et al. (2014) consider the 

importance of the clients’ biography in their articles. But neither of them talks about the effects of 

biographical work in the treatment through perspective taking, storytelling or others. They see the 

individual history of each person as important background information to keep in mind, so that the 

psychological safety of clients can be ensured. Especially personal trauma, abuse or neglect needs to 

be kept in mind for the program design to prevent triggering or re-traumatization.  

 

The evaluation study of individual pedagogic interventions (AIM, 2007) even points out that they 

intentionally don’t look back into the biographical story of the clients, but rather focus on the here and 

now. They aim at building new, healthy relationships to shape the present and future, since the past is 

usually very painful and traumatic. 

 

Four other studies relate to the personal life of client’s by involving the family in the program. Either 

by considering their perception through questionnaires (Harper and Cooley, 2006), by joined 

programming days to enable a shared experience (Gillis and Simpson, 1991) or by home visits to make 

the counselling experience less threatening (Marx, 1988). Most articles also point out the importance 

of family involvement for the transition phase and transfer back into all-day life after the treatment 

(Gillis and Simpson, 1991; Harper and Russell, 2008). 

 

3. Key-element: ”Group process and its impact” 

 

Whilst some articles explore the group's components that need to be considered when programming 

an experiential based training or adventure therapy process, other articles focus more on the group's 

impact on the participants own learning, positive change and behaviour improvements. 
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The importance of a group's components was highlighted by the following writers: - 

 

Weilbach et al, (2010), studied in more detail, the pre-assessment of needs of the participant as they 

felt it helped identify relevant activities and in program content, that would most likely be more 

relevant to the participants’ therapeutic issues and needs.  

 

Another important issue for AT programmers is the age component: i.e. in working with adolescents, 

it should be remembered that they have not fully developed capacity to reflect on their experiences, 

therefore the effective processing and reviewing of experiences becomes critical for learning to occur. 

Similarly, being in a group, which is also a community, can serve as a therapeutic tool itself, and 

according to Beringer (2004), feeling connected to others is one of the most important psychological 

needs of an individual which is supported by Mackenzie (2003), when he links group as a community 

to the sense of belonging, and by Romi and Kohan (2004): Being in a group with a sense of belonging, 

increases self-esteem, trust and supportive culture. 

 

Interdependence, different levels of challenge and emotional sharing leads to trust among group 

members; and emotional sharing makes for a lower level of competition which in turn creates a 

supportive group culture. 

 

Sharing life stories or taking responsibility for certain tasks, giving and receiving feedback are some of 

the prior elements for peer support; and for this reason, they are powerful for growth (Gillis and 

Simpson, 1991). 

 

The group’s role has an important description by Tucker et al., (2014): the group itself fosters 

teamwork and social interactions (excluding solo experiences); and it can be a significant predictor of 

improvements, if there is enough time spent for engaging in the group in adventure therapy.  
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4. Key-element: ”Metaphorical work” 

 

When Gass (1985), introduces ’transfer of learning’ process levels (specific, non-specific and 

metaphoric), it becomes obvious that the impact of using metaphors in adventure programs is 

obviously positive. He also highlights Erickson’s (1980) and Haley’s (1973) foundations, who say that 

instead of using metaphors, direct therapeutic suggestions reduces the clients' defences to functional 

change, which enhances therapeutic interventions allowing them to become “powerful vehicles for 

therapeutic change” (Gass, 1991).  

 

Bacon (1983) has provided a more detailed description of using metaphors for effectiveness. The 

metaphor: (1) must be compelling enough to hold the individual's attention (i.e., it must be related 

with appropriate intensity); (2) have a different successful ending/resolution from the corresponding 

real-life experience; (3) be isomorphic; (4) be related in enough detail that it can facilitate a student's 

"trans derivational search" (i.e., a process by which the client can attach personal meaning to the 

experience).” The facilitator-directed process is known as the ‘metaphoric model’ (Priest and Gass, 

2005). 
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Later Gass and Gillis added kinaesthetic metaphors (2009), as important and additional types of 

metaphors, which are intentional actions with isomorphic links to client’s affection, behaviour or 

cognitions that aid in transfer of learning through his perception of their similarity. 

 

Despite the importance of metaphor to the process of some adventure therapy practices, there is little 

empirical research on the use of metaphor as a component of AT practices (Bacon, 1983; Gass and 

Priest, 2006).  

 

Although none of the other core element is uncertain, the role and value of metaphor is not clear in 

the present day therapeutic process of AT. Gillis (1993) underlined this fact more than 20 years ago, 

but little has happened in this area since. He recognized the lack of clarity of any metaphoric framing’s 

influence on the therapeutic process of change. Gass and Priest (2006) explored the significance of the 

use of metaphor, as a framing and debriefing tool in adventure based programming, but currently, 

there are no other researchers focusing on this matter.  

 

Gary Hartford (2011) made a literature review on the development of applied metaphor in AT, and 

among his findings and recommendations, we found that: -  

1) There is merit in the use of metaphor in therapy being collaborative. The review of counselling 

psychology research primarily focused on understanding the meaning of client generated 

metaphors, and emphasized the necessity of arriving at an understanding of metaphoric 

content with a client. The collaborative theme in the literature emphasizes the importance of 

collaboratively developed metaphors in adventure activities; 

2) An understanding of conceptual metaphors indicates that the use of certain universal themes 

and structuring activities, in accordance with sub-individual metaphors, will probably increase 

the salience of adventure therapy-based activities for groups and individuals; 

3) Metaphors provide a space in which the meaning of experiences can be negotiated. 
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Work with metaphors (and symbols) as one of the component key-elements appears to be less 

frequently occurring among other selected articles. So far, not many specific studies and research has 

focused on the fact that this issue is both elusive and difficult to measure as far as being a key-element 

is concerned. 

 

Buchberger (2013) describes a frame of AT intervention which use the Greek-mythical storyline of a 

heroe’s journey  as a frame of intervention, where this approach brings out the strengths of the client 

and helps them ’find their own way’. He presented a good example for conceptual metaphor becoming 

a metaphorical linguistic expression. In the same work he puts a special focus on using rituals in a 

symbolic way to mark the beginning, ending or change of something “special”.  Therapists will need to 

carefully listen to which verbal” images” (metaphors) the client is using and pick them up using 

archetypes. In addition, other metaphors will help to facilitate a ‘process of change’ in the client - 

without too many words (i.e. through experience as opposed to pure rhetoric). 

 

Nicole Hill (2007) identifies associated therapeutic factors of wilderness therapy, mentioning the 

importance of “metaphorical framing” as a transfer of the wilderness experience to real-life 

experiences. Here the metaphor appears as a symbolic way, in order for reality intentional framing of 

the activity to match and build on treatment goals. 

 

Gillis and Simpson (1991), in their presentation of Project Choices Treatment, do not mention any 

framework concerning work with metaphors, although the closing event of the process is a 

”Transitional Ceremony”, which usually carries metaphorical elements. (Each morning the program 

begins with a morning meditation. The transition from the actual program to the aftercare program 

includes a transition ceremony - with a slideshow of photos and progress reports). Harper and Russel 

(2008), also describe the wilderness treatment model where they mention the importance of 

‘Ceremony and Rituals’, without detailed descriptions. 
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Tucker et al. (2004) and Marx (1988) describe the use of “nature” as a metaphor, as being one concept 

of adventure therapy methodology, although they do not go into details of its application.  

 

Marx plastically displays diversity with the use of metaphor in his description of the Outdoor Adventure 

Counselling Program, stating that “OUTDOOR adventures can be intense, physical and emotional, just 

like teens” (1988, p.517). 

 

In writings of Weilbach, Meyer and Monyeki (2010), we can see a good example for implicit use and 

interpretation of the 'metaphor’, which is generally characterized within AT programs. The entire 

setting is interpreted as ‘metaphor’, without describing or explaining the underlying details or 

application of the content: “The activities used in adventure experiential learning must be designed to 

address needs of the participants, as this will facilitate an understanding regarding the relevance of 

the activities and how the learning gained through participation can be applied to real life situations.”  

 

 5. Key-element: “Reflection” 

 

Reflection is one part of the Experiential Learning Theory (ELT, Kolb 1984), and according to the Kolb 

mode, the experiences generate a sense of psychological disequilibrium which motivates the 

participant to take action. (Deane and Harré, 2013). 

 

Deane and Harré also state that reflection and the process of group participants’ experiences are 

mostly enhanced by skilled instructors. Romi and Kohan (2004), just as Harper and Russel (2008) state, 

that solo reflection time or individual counselling sessions (Romi and Kohan, 2004; Harper and Russel, 

2008) are helpful elements. The activities are a necessary part to provide experiences (H.L. Gillis and 

Simpson, 1991; Weilbach et al., 2010; Scheinfeld, 2011), but the reflection itself seems to be one of 

the biggest critical factors for change and transfer of lessons learned into participants’ daily lives 
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(Nadler and Luckner, 1992; Weilbach et al., 2010; Deane and Harré, 2013). The environment, where 

the activity takes place, also provides valuable feedback into the reflection (Deane and Harré, 2013).  

 

Gills and Simpson (1991) state that the client group in AT programs plays a significant part in the 

individual and overall group therapeutic outcomes, during the groups reflection and review of all 

processes that occur during the life of the program. In such scenarios, individuals can find support from 

their peers, especially when they share experience, emotions and vulnerability during any process 

event. This can in turn, improve and enhance their own performance (Scheinfeld, 2011; and Deane 

and Harré, 2013).  

 

Boeger et al, (2006), suggests that in such scenarios, the focus is often put on building relationship and 

social skills through observations of other participants presenting behaviour, demeanour and vocal 

input. In addition, Mackenzie (2014) believes that within such scenarios occurring, it produces more 

opportunity for successful processes through positive psychology, rather than outcomes or 

weaknesses of the group. Autry (2001) adds that processing techniques may include frontloading (i.e. 

addressing individual and group goals and expectations before the activity) and debriefing [reflection] 

(i.e. providing closure and addressing individual and group treatment issues after the activity). 

 

Many AT models use group discussions as a way of reflection and connection with the self. In addition, 

solo reflection time is valued (Harper and Russell,2008). 

 

6. Key-element: “Therapeutic Relationship with therapist, family, group and inner self” 

 

To establish any level of therapeutic relationship within outdoor adventure programs, it can only arise 

through setting the stage before the program commences. One of the prime considerations must be 

to draw up a ‘tripartite’ contract: between the young participant and the program therapists/ 

counsellors; between the organisation delivering the program and the young persons’ parents (carers); 
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and between the program participants (young people and practitioners), and the environment within 

which the program will operate in.  

 

Such contracts provide consistency in relationships, continuity in service delivery and the integration 

of learning environments, which during the program, are maintained and furthered (Marx, 1988).  

 

Important relationships start also while setting the therapeutic goals and by providing activities that 

enable clients to achieve the goals (Gillis, 1991). 

 

To be able to offer an opportunity for discourse and cooperation between the adults (practitioners) 

and the adolescents, it is important that participants see the therapist as an accessible equal who 

shares harsh conditions with them. The personality and impact of the therapist seems to be a 

significant factor in the outcome of the program - but further research is needed (Romi and Kohan, 

2004). In their program description, we can also find importance of the group and reflection: 

 

- In the concept of self-esteem, one important factor is a feeling of belonging. 

- The program uses walking + group tasks (where the group needs to plan things, and receive  

 feedback from each other). 

- Group discussions were used. 

 

In this one-on-one relationship, the therapist/counsellor takes on a role of a supportive, process-

oriented, empathetic person (Buchberger, 2013). Carl Rogers (1951), believes, that three important 

aspects of any therapeutic relationship, are: congruency, empathy and acceptance. Through this 

attitude of the therapist, a trustful relationship to the client can be built which helps them find a new 

relationship to their inner-self. In addition, the therapist should adopt a resource-oriented approach, 

instead of a problem focused perspective. 
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The therapeutic relationship for the client is important, if they are to gain orientation and to feel 

emotionally safe. This goal is achieved through the therapist being accountable from the start by 

sticking to ground rules that they have laid with the client beforehand. 

Sibthorp and Banning, (2004), see the importance of the relationship between participants, as a more 

effective outcome in developing life effectiveness, but the input of the therapist is invaluable in any 

process. 

 

When young people are supported in the right way by taking care of their psychological and emotional 

safety, it may enhance their adaptation skills. Without the right support, it may have enduring negative 

emotional effects like provoking extreme anxiety which could lead to persistent traumatic issues. In 

accordance with this, therapists need to be attuned to each participant's emotional as well as physical 

limits (Deane and Harré, 2013).  

 

By creating a safe environment and overseeing all aspects of the process, it can provide the client the 

right support to look to their future, foster their dreams and change their perspective. But another key 

element for a good transfer and a potential ‘sustainable’ outcome of any intervention is a close 

integration of the family in the process. So while the client is away from the family home, another 

counsellor should be working with the family. From time to time, brief meetings, phone calls or letters 

should be a two-way process between the family and the individual on the program. Once the young 

person is permanently back home with their family, further social work and/or counselling needs to 

continue to enable sustainability of any change that has taken place. (AIM, 2007). 

 

Furthermore, research has shown that the therapist plays a significant role as a link between the 

youngster and their family members (Marx, 1988; Gillis, 1991). Involving the family with home visits 

and providing an ongoing structure for their further involvement is an integral part of transferring the 

therapy to the daily life of youngsters (Gillis, 1991). Also, Clagett (1989) noted that successful elements 

of a Wilderness Adventure Therapy program are family involvement and an aftercare component. 
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To create a safe space for the client, the adage of ‘do no further harm’ in tandem with well-developed 

strategies/processes, is important for any success for the AT process. (Conway, 2010).  

 

AT process (or any other format of ‘outdoor therapeutic work’ – Nature Therapy; Eco Therapy; 

Wilderness Therapy; adventure based counselling to name but a few), which aims for a positive change 

for the participant, must have a working relationship based on both ‘trust’ and ‘caring’ between client 

and practitioners, and between the client group. Such positive relationships based on ‘trust’ and ‘caring 

for each other’ will undoubtedly give the clients a true sense of community, where they are able, 

possibly for the first time in their lives, to learn in a caring environment, to take responsibility for their 

own actions and care for others who may be experiencing unresolved trauma issues. 

 

Project Choices, believes in positive interactions with a firm but understanding staff team, along with 

caring confrontation and consequences. The incorporation of family dynamics is a primary concern in 

their programs and a family atmosphere is created, through the use of placement homes who serve as 

‘house parents’ throughout the treatment and aftercare program, as well as including family members 

in a family weekend during the program (Gillis and Simpson, 1991). 

 

Nicole Hill (2007) describes the building of trust as very important and states that through relationships 

(with yourself, peers and the therapist), at-risk youth first need to establish physical trust and then 

emotional trust. She underlines the importance of Social Learning through interaction, modelling, 

challenging each other, providing feedback in the group. Universality, altruism, group cohesiveness, 

and interpersonal and vicarious learning are highlighted elements. 

 

The facilitation through staff is also a dimension of an important relationship: expression of feelings, 

thoughts and reactions to learning experiences are encouraged (Hill, 2007). 
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Harper and Cooley (2007) also mention in their work, the importance of family involvement. The article 

investigates the effect of involving the family (through one-day pre-and posttreatment multi-family 

programming), during a three-week adolescent wilderness therapy program. It states, that such an 

approach in their view, is very effective. 

 

Pommier and Witt (1995) believe that the addition of a family component to outdoor programs, can 

have certain (positive) impacts, but it requires support for the family and adolescent upon returning 

home. 

 

Martin Ringer (1994) looks for the key competences, attributes, skills, abilities of adventure 

therapists/leaders in the domain of human interaction. To do so, he first makes a distinction in roles 

on the continuum Recreational-Therapy. He distinguishes eight different roles, a role being a group of 

competences. The adventure therapist needs all of them (or in different persons on the same staff 

team). There are five domains that make up a role: thinking (cognition), feeling (affect), action, context 

and consequence.  

 

What is required, is someone who can deliver the ‘outdoor activity’, provide adequate physical and 

psychological safety, foster inspiration and aliveness in a group, can coach participants to successfully 

learn skills, facilitate the group process, and, has good effective and appropriate one-on-one 

communication skills. All these attributes are based already in outdoor leader skills. The ‘additional’ 

specialist therapeutic role, are the ones that provide a storehouse of knowledge about the 

psychological make-up of the clients, individually and as part of a living group. In effect, this role as 

‘clinician’ is also the role of the ‘human behaviour expert’. In this last role, the therapist is also able to 

implement a strategic therapeutic programme that is suited to the current client group (Ringer, 1994). 
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7. Key-element: “Balance between Challenge and Safety”  
 

A commonly accepted definition of Adventure Therapy is: - 

 

“Adventure therapy is a form of psychological intervention which relies on 

activities with managed risk, deliberately selected by the therapist, which the 

client perceives as adventure. The psychological and/or physical challenge 

which arouses a state of heightened awareness in the client, the uncertain 

outcome, the group activity, the unusual settings (e.g., the wilderness or a 

ropes course), and the immediate feedback regarding the client's behaviour, 

which the challenge affords, all contribute to the intended therapeutic 

success” (Beringer, 2004). 

 

However, despite the universal acceptance of the above definition, several authors have defined some 

elements of what ‘challenge’ is and what part does it really play in AT: -  

- Buchberger, (2013) - using perceived risk and overcoming fear;  

- Romi and Kohan, (2004) - a sense of the dangerous and unsolvable; 

- Hill, (2007) - unfamiliar setting that provide new experience in which pre-existing standard of 

success or failure does not exist. 

- AIM, (2007) - Underlines the power of projects done in foreign countries: being somewhere 

far away from home, in a different culture and where a different language may be spoken, 

makes the intervention attractive, interesting and more challenging.  

- Gillis and Simpson, (1991) – activities in AT are sequenced to become more physically and 

psychologically risky.  

Without a doubt, the value of challenge is any AT program’s motivating force to change for positive-

growth. Russell and Phillips-Miller (2002), found challenge as one of the key factor relating to change, 

- together with relationships established with counsellors and leaders, peer dynamics, facilitated 
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reflection on life through use of solo, structure of (the actual) process. Other motivating elements are: 

repeated success, experiencing own limits and perceived risk (Weston et al., 1999).  

Ewert and Garvey (07), said of Weston’s statement, that danger, risk and fear which pushes an 

individual out of their comfort zone, produces optimal levels of stress and disequilibrium, but when 

this is resolved and overcome, this promotes character building and growth. On the other hand, 

Fredrickson (Broaden and Build Theory, 2001) feels that the underlined positive emotions of the 

individual experiences allow for the promotion of character building and personal growth, rather than 

too much reliance on overcoming stress and disequilibrium. 

 

In any case, challenge alone is not enough for useful activities program. It is important that challenge 

is balanced with other elements, like skill or safe setting: Nakamura and Csíkszentmihalyi (2009) and 

their Flow Theory, proposed the need of optimal balance between perceived risk and skill for having 

good experience.  

Buchberger (2013) underlined the safety setting by stating, that challenging and exploring personal 

boundaries, is only possible to a trustful relationship with the therapist, which gives security, 

orientation and acceptance.  

 

In addition, some articles underline: -  

- The importance of both emotional and physical safety (in all instances, the therapist is 

responsible of creating this setting (AIM, 2007; Buchberger, 2013; Deane & Harré, 2013);  

- The basic and essential question should be: “What is the optimal challenge level?”  

  



Adventure Therapy Europe  
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 

______________________________________________________________________ 
                                 Reaching Further – Strategic Partnership supported by Erasmus+ 

 
Dokument1                                                                                                                          page 20 

 
 

Conclusion  

 

In undertaking this review, it became evident that there is a lack of information within the field of: 

“searching and defining core elements of AT with Youth at Risk”. There are not many descriptions and 

researches, focusing on empirical evidence of program effectiveness based on conscious and rigorous 

analysis of the concrete components.  

 

There are several excellent pieces of research, important theories and evaluations, which the review 

has attempted to outline, regarding the presumed collection of core elements that might contribute 

to positive outcomes for Partnership Teams, as evidence of our own experience from practice and 

field-work.  

 

It is obvious from this report that there is a need for more specific research based on program 

evaluations and analysis of programs with the specific purpose of supporting new program 

development processes.  

 

It can be especially important for those European organizations, who are trying to implement and 

spread the practice of AT in their home countries. Particularly, where there is no AT historical 

background, theoretical basic/knowledge of this method, coupled with a lack of social, governmental 

financial support. But sharing outcomes and experiences and creating clear resolutions (even with 

designation of core/key-elements of AT), should not remain dormant or stagnant, or even be allowed 

to pass into ‘history’ before it has even been recognized as a valid and appropriate working perspective 

to intervene with youth on many different levels. 

 

Across Continental Europe, there are many countries and societies, which by their very historical 

nature, have vast unequal differences – social; economical; cultural; linguistic; historical; political; 

educational; and both state and community health provision. 
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These differences should remind us of the importance of acceptance, openness and recognition of 

mutual learning opportunities – instead of putting all energies into creating definitions and rules 

‘carved in stone’.  

For the colourful and diverse European Community and the ATE Partnership, our goal must be to keep 

the common platform of common understanding – that is the way we all can grow and develop in our 

beautiful dissemblance. 
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