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Introduction

How many of us can back up the claims we make for outdoor learning with solid evidence?

I suspect that we’re mostly pretty good at sharing personal experience about the positive effects on particular participants – but sadly such evidence, valuable though it actually is,  is often dismissed by potential buyers as merely anecdotal, and thus unreliable. 

It’s therefore useful to have some “real” research (i.e. statistical and thus buyer-friendly) to cite, so I’ve set out some of the existing research below. Bear in mind that this isn’t a comprehensive list, and that most of it is from outside the U.K. Nevertheless, it’s useful stuff.

I’ve split it into two categories:- Meta analyses (summaries of a number of similar studies) and single studies which don’t yet fit into a particular meta analysis.  

META-ANALYSES

1) CASON AND GILLIS summarised research findings around populations of “Substance abusers, developmentally disabled children, rape and incest victims, sexual perpetrators, psychiatric inpatients, at-risk teens, adjudicated youth, couples, and families…” in such areas as “self-esteem, self perception, acting out behaviour, locus of control and depression”. Their raw material came from 43 studies involving 11238 adolescents.

Results: Overall they found a massive range of effect sizes (from –1.48 to 4.26, averaging out at 0.31). Around 62% more of attendees had shown more developmental progress than had non-attendees.  Around 12.2% displayed personal progress which could be directly linked to their residential experience (data from ”before and after” studies). This is a rough and ready result due to wide variations in the evaluation constructs  used to gauge programme effectiveness. 

Size Matters (maybe): An important variable examined was program duration. A significant correlation was found between length and effect size. Programmes ranged from 36 to 5400 hours (based on a not-unrealistic 18 hours of interaction per day….) with a median of 3 weeks. Statistical analysis “revealed larger effect sizes associated with longer programmes when compared with effect sizes associated with short or moderate length programs”…. “The longer the better “ seems to be the outcome here…

Age Matters (maybe): A further variable was age, with the suggestion that younger adolescents seemed to benefit slightly more than older ones. The mean age of participants was 15.8.

Interestingly, there was very little variation between at-risk adolescents and “normal” ones (as far as we can tell, given that “normal” kids tend to get less measured than at risk ones….). 

2) HATTIE, MARSH, NEILL AND RICHARDS provide a well-researched meta-analysis largely based around Outward Bound. A thorough introduction and literature search notes en passant that “The only program effect (Cason and Gillis)  identified as moderating their conclusion was length of program: Longer programs had higher effect  sizes (0.58) than medium (0.19) and short (0.17) programs”).
They usefully provide a  summary of effects which researchers had (up to 1997) sought to identify, and the helpful comment that in statistical pre-and post event evaluations, evaluators sense major change but are frustrated at not detecting statistical significances  Their own meta-analysis was based on courses in the United States, Australia and New Zealand between 1968 and 1994. In all the study covers 12057 participants on a 72/28 male-female split with an average age of 22. The groups studied were socially variable but included some marginalised young people.

An overall effect-size of .34 was calculated across all the studies. Generally speaking, an effect size of 0.25 is considered to be educationally significant, so this seems to be quite important. In particular, the effect on self-concept was greater in the outdoors. Interestingly, the comparatively few long-term post course re-samplings generally showed a further positive effect. 

The research raises the interesting question of whether there are different effects on different populations (delinquent, high school, adult). The answer appears to be “not really”

Follow-Up Matters: Given good follow-up, there appeared to be good outcomes in terms of reduced recidivism.

Volunteering Matters:  The effect of outdoor programs on adults was greater (.38) than for young people (.21). This was reckoned to be possibly due to the less voluntary nature of attendance by young people.

Gender-mix Matters (maybe): Outdoor development literature contains some reflection on the efficacy of single-sex versus co-educational programmes. Although hardly definitively, Hattie et al’s analysis veers towards showing the single-sex option to be more effective, with net effect sizes of .61 (male only) and .51 (female only) marginally exceeding the co-educational net effect size of .48. It should be noted that the sample-sizes for the single-sex groups was much smaller than for co-educational (see below)

	Gender
	Sample size (Immediately post-course)
	Immediate 

Post –course 

Effect
	Sample size

(Follow-up)
	Follow up

 Effect

	Male only
	225
	.40
	173
	.21

	Female only
	153
	.41
	56
	.09

	Co-ed group
	612
	.31
	118
	.17



Duration: One of their tables deals with course duration, and repudiates Ewart’s (1982) statistical assertion that there is no difference in effect size between long and short programmes (In Ewart’s case the comparison was between 9 and 23 day programmes, both of which, in Britain, would be considered long). Hattie et al’s finding is that programmes of 20 days (or more) clearly give a higher effect-size than shorter ones, in both in immediate and follow up ratings:  

	Duration 


	Sample  (Immediate

post-course)
	Immediate Post –course Effect
	Sample size

(Follow-up)
	Follow up 

Effect

	Less than 9 days
	61
	.32
	19
	.12

	10-19 days
	129
	.26
	92
	.13

	More than 20 days
	810
	.36
	228
	.20


A  summary of effect sizes (which should satiate the most avid number-lover) is set out below:

	CATEGORY
	SUB-DOMAIN
	Number

(Immediate)
	Mean ES 

(immediate)
	Nos.

(Follow

up)
	Mean ES

(Follow up)

	ACADEMIC
	DIRECT

GENERAL
	30

7

23
	.46

.50

.45
	9

4

5
	.21

.30

.13

	LEADERSHIP
	CONSCIENTIOUSNESS

DECISION MAKING

LEADERSHIP – GENERAL

LEADERSHIP – TEAMWORK

ORGANIZATIONAL ABILITY

TIME MANAGEMENT

VALUES

GOALS
	222

7

8

68

49

39

36

8

15
	.38

.46

.47

.33

.42

.44

.46

.20

.05
	58
2

2

13

15

13

13

3

n/a
	.15
-.28

.64

.16

.16

.08

.21

.32

n/a

	SELF-CONCEPT
	INDEPENDENCE

PHYSICAL ABILITY

PEER RELATIONS

GENERAL SELF

PHYSICAL APPEARANCE

ACADEMIC

CONFIDENCE

SELF-EFFICACY

FAMILY

SELF-UNDERSTANDING

WELL-BEING
	271

20

18

9

43

8

17

55

29

9

9

43
	.28

.47

.08

.28

.28

.38

.17

.33

.31

.25

.31

.24
	149

2

8

15

16

9

34

26

11

11

10

4
	.23

.27

.37

.20

.33

.32

.30

.14

.21

.10

16

-0.09

	PERSONALITY
	ASSERTIVENESS

REDUCTION IN AGGRESSION

ACHIEVEMENT MOTIVATION

EMOTIONAL STABILITY

FEMININITY

INTERNAL LOCUS OF CONTROL

MATURITY

NEUROSIS REDUCTION

MASCULINITY
	235

23

7

38

34

6

18

5

33

6
	.37

.42

.33

.36

.49

.10

.30

.32

.31

.26
	76
6

3

15

15

n/a

3

3

9

n/a
	.14
.10

.72

.15

.11

n/a

-.04

-.01

.24

n/a

	INTERPERSONAL
	BEHAVIOUR 

CO-OPERATION

INTERPERSONAL  COMMUNICATION

SOCIAL COMPETENCE

RELATING SKILLS

RECIDIVISM
	176

4

24

49

74

21

3


	.32

.34

.34

.13

.43

.26

.55
	36
2

5

1

19

1

8
	.17
.01

.31

.10

.20

.01

.10

	ADVENTURE -SOMENESS
	CHALLENGENESS

FLEXIBILITY

PHYSICAL FITNESS

ENVIRONMENTAL AWARENESS
	69

35

65

29

5
	.38

.39

.42

.40

.24
	19
11

22

8

n/a
	-.06
.08

.08

-.26

n/a


There are some useful conclusions: 

· Some aspects of adventure programs are more effective than others, in particular self-  esteem. 

· Only some adventure programs are effective - and only in some outcome areas 

· Probably, only parts of the effective programs are actually effective 

Longevity of Learning/Development: They point out that (according to their research) the overall effects of adventure programmes…. are at least equivalent to those of other educational programs, and that  the continued gains and longevity of the follow-up effects are the most impressive findings…. A combined effect of .51 being unique in education literature.


Some useful quotes:

“….Adventure programs can obtain notable results  and have particularly strong, lasting effects. It is clear, however, that adventure programmes are not inherently  good. There  is a great deal of variability in outcomes between different studies, different programs and different individuals….”

“…A 20 – to 26- day adventure program can have….substantial effects relative to other educational experiences……that most effects are long lasting and often increase over time is a most remarkable aspect of adventure programs…… “

3) HANS 

Locus of Control

Another meta-analysis is provided by Tracey Hans, whose analysis differs doubly from that of Hattie et al by concentrating only on  programmes aimed at marginalised young people and focussing only on one effect -  locus of control (LOC). She defines this as “a personality construct that assesses how people attribute their success or failure outcomes..” (Hans, 2000). 

Hans sees internality of locus of control (where people attribute to themselves the ability to change things in their life) as positively relating  to: 

· achievement motivation, 

· number of activities engaged in, 

· level of aspiration, 

· information seeking, 

· higher achievement levels, 

· greater self-confidence, 

· lower anxiety, 

· likelihood of taking steps to improve one’s environment

Hans hypothesised that there is an overall treatment effect of adventure programming on LOC and that the treatment effect will vary across program characteristics. She conducted an analysis of research on 24 studies undertaken between 1972 and 1995 in the US and Australia to determine an overall effect of these programs on LOC.

The outcome of the meta-research was that subjects across all the studies became significantly more internal in their locus of control as a result of their adventure program. The mean effect-size of the 25 studies is 0.38 – about halfway between educationally and therapeutically significant – but definitely significant. There are other subsidiary findings:

· residential seems to work better than non-residential, 

· length of day has an effect (basically, the longer the better).

Oddly enough, Han notes that effect size can sometimes  be powerful on short programmes (1.2 on a 9-dayer) and insignificant on long ones (0.18 in 9 months albeit non-residential). Either size doesn’t matter (other studies tend to show it does) or something’s missing, perhaps around depth/duration/ rootedness of effect.


FINDINGS OF META STUDIES 

Having synthesised a large number of programmes, the three meta-analyses researched have found that educationally significant effect-sizes occurred in a number of areas:

	Study 
	Outcome Measure 
	Number
	Effect Size

	Cason and Gillis
	Self-concept
	61
	.339

	Cason and Gillis
	Behavioural Assessment (by others)
	23
	.399

	Cason and Gillis
	Locus of Control
	13
	.302

	Cason and Gillis
	Clinical Scales
	12
	1.047

	Cason and Gillis
	School Grades
	10
	.609

	Cason and Gillis
	School Attendance
	9
	.469

	Hattie, Marsh and Neill
	Academic
	30
	.46 + .21

	Hattie, Marsh and Neill
	Leadership 
	222
	.38 + .15

	Hattie, Marsh and Neill
	Self-Concept 
	271
	.28 + .23

	Hattie, Marsh and Neill
	Personality
	235 
	.37 + .14

	Hattie, Marsh and Neill
	Interpersonal ability
	176
	.32 + .17

	Hattie, Marsh and Neill
	Adventuresomeness
	69
	.38 + .06

	Hans 
	Internal Locus of Control
	25 studies
	.38


Summary

In terms of areas of development examined by the meta-analyses, the range of success claimed and examined is impressive, including self-concept, locus of control, leadership, interpersonal skills/abilities and, er, adventuresomeness. Many of these categories can be further broken down (in Hattie et al’s case, into a total of 31). 

Certainly, It seems that the meta-studies confirm that outdoor development does make a difference to young people (marginalised and otherwise) and adults. Hattie et al demonstrate that the effects  generally remain (and – unusually - increase) at follow-up. 

As far as Britain is concerned, however, no meta analyses have been carried out. There is undoubtedly a difference of approach between the programmes studied and British equivalents in, for example, course duration which casts doubt on the relevance of the meta analyses to the British situation. They show that there can be positive results (and what they are), but don’t inform us at all whether the rather more tabloid approach adopted to outdoor/adventure education in the UK is effective. 

OTHER RESEARCH

 1) An  Assessment Of Outcomes In Outdoor Behavioural Healthcare Treatment (Keith C. Russell, 2003). This study uses the Youth Outcome Questionnaire (Y-OQ) and self – reporting Y-OQ (SRY-OQ). The programmes which the clients attended lasted – on average – 45 days. Russell obtained very good quantitative results from a credibly large (853 young people) sample, noting positive effects on self-efficacy through task accomplishment  (p359) and the promotion of group cohesion and development through group living. 

The disorders met and treated in the programmes  included oppositional defiant disorder, substance disorder, and depression disorders. These, it seems to me, have much in common with issues relating to programmes with a non-healthcare background for marginalised and at-risk young people. Results are summarised below:

	Model
	Duration
	Assessor
	No.
	Mean Y-OQ score

(admission)
	Mean Y-OQ score

(Discharge)
	Mean

Difference

	Contained Expedition
	3 weeks
	Client
	172
	70.42
	52.22
	18.20

	
	
	Parent
	134
	100.47
	61.04
	39.52

	Continuous Flow
	8 weeks
	Client 
	143
	64.93
	39.42
	25.51

	
	
	Parent
	150
	99.19
	35.75
	63.44

	Base Camp
	7 weeks
	Client 
	122
	78.59
	47.55
	31.04

	
	
	Parent
	26
	99.88
	54.81
	45.08

	Residential Expedition 
	24 weeks
	Client
	44
	68.36
	55.73
	12.64

	
	
	Parent
	29
	104.52
	50.83
	53.69


All the results are significant (although a  score of less than 46 on the Y-OQ is seen as  “cured”, and most of the above are slightly higher than that,  a drop of 13 or so is significant progress – and these are mostly greater than that – between 12 and 63 point drops being recorded, with the highest overall drop ( For both young peoples’ and parents’ scores) being for the 8 week “continuous flow” programme. 

A random sample of results after 12 months seems to get even better …

2) Perspectives on the Wilderness Therapy Process and its Relation to Outcome (Russell, K. C., and Phillips-Miller, Dianne, 2003)

An examination of the wilderness therapy process seeking to understand how changes in behaviour are effected by it, and does this by examining four established programmes and 12 clients, qualitatively. Establishes that the key change agents are  hiking, primitive wilderness living, peer feedback via group counselling sessions, and relationship (described as therapeutic) with   wilderness guides and therapists.

3) Adventure Therapy with Girls At-Risk: Response to Outdoor experiential Activities (Cari E. Autry, 2001). Containing an excellent model for research, this paper concentrates on adventure therapy for girls, many of whom experience problems around depression, eating disorders, poor body image, suicidal thoughts and gestures, and a decreasing sense of self-worth.  The study seeks to explore the feelings, attitudes, and perceptions of girls at-risk following their participation in outdoor experiential activities. The paper makes the point that same gender programmes are potentially of greater help to adolescent girls - whose needs are likely to be different to those of adolescent young men.

The study is a qualitative one of 9 girls involved in a rehabilitation-centre -based programme within which residents can find themselves for up to a year in wilderness camp, not leaving till they’ve  exhibited the required outdoor survival skills. Although the sample is small (9, aged between 13 and 18), the qualitative interview methodology gives depth to the study.

Findings were that: 

· The outdoor adventure/experiential activities brought out an awareness and existence of trust in oneself and in others;

· The girls gained a sense of empowerment from participating in the adventure activities

· Teamwork improved during the experiential activities and;

· The girls recognised personal values they gained within the experiences)

These four themes are explored and unpacked more fully on pp 297-298.

Following a frank look at the apparent non-transfer of learning back to the residential setting (i.e., away from the exercise) a practical finding is that there ought to be more consideration to review away from task sites, in order to help de-situate (and thus generalise) the learning.

Empowerment: A major finding was that the outdoors works well as a tool for empowering the young women – empowerment here being rhetorically similar to internal locus of control in other papers…

4) Wilderness Programs: Principles, Possibilities, and Opportunities for Intervention with Dropout Adolescents (Romi and Kohan, (2004): The paper contains a solid definition of the characteristics of therapeutic intervention in Wilderness Programs – hereafter termed WP. The authors  note a general time-duration of 21 days to 12 months, although they themselves run a 6-day experience in true wilderness (i.e. Judean desert) conditions. They make the good point that therapists usually share the privations of the course with participants and thus there are many less barriers to communication as participants would see him/her as a co-sufferer rather than an omniscient therapist.

Their work is with Israeli young people, described by them as dropout/delinquent and from  large families with low socio-economic status. The age-range of the group involved was from 15-18, and group members were typically suffering from low self-esteem and a low sense of control.







Their own research took a classical form, involving three groups: 

· A wilderness group of 36 young people who undertook a  7 day wilderness programme.

· An alternative group (25 in number) who attended a 6-day  indoor residential.

· A contrast group of 33 who received standard treatment from youth care workers but without a  specific intervention programme.

Instruments of measurement were the Piers and Harris Self-Esteem Questionnaire (Piers and Harris, 1969) and a Hebrew version of Rotter’s Locus of Control questionnaire. The questionnaires were supplemented by free observation, especially of the wilderness group.

Process: The authors describe a very full programme of rather military tasks, perhaps on a rising scale of physicality. The tasks are supplemented by group discussion and  feedback – all led by the youth workers. Staff met nightly to assess progress so that the programme was self-redefining rather than pre-set. The activity seemed pretty tough,  starting daily an hour before sunrise, walking 25-30 desert kilometres per day, incorporating team tasks into the hike. After a two-hour evening meal break, evening activities (without time limits) were undertaken. 

In contrast, the alternative group had a rather pleasant week of light activities – diving and working in a recording studio, for example. 

The  “contrast” group got nothing other than routine youth work.

Outcomes: 

1) Self-Esteem: A marginal improvement in wilderness group and a greater  (but not massive) improvement in the alternative group. The worst result with contrast group. The outdoor expedition wasn’t more successful than the structured indoor programme. 

2) Locus of Control: Again, apparently no change in any of the groups.

Qualitative Findings: The quantitative findings were supplemented by unorganised qualitative observation, with results that could definitely have been seen as positive. Tellingly and unsurprisingly in light of the above, the authors claim that “Quite possibly the findings would have been more focused had qualitative instruments been used”. Participants, care workers and ongoing treatment managers all put forth  unmeasured but positive qualitative comment. Dramatic changes were reported in some of the participants, and it seems that most of those who improved their functioning at work/school, experienced an improvement in their relationship to their families. 

Encouragingly for those concerned with promoting the interpersonal skills of outdoor professionals, the researchers also noted particularly positive results for groups led by a particular youth care worker, thus acknowledging the value of professional input: it’s not just the medium, it’s the people that count.

The Findings

Therapy: Working with disturbed young people, Russell’s results with Y-OQ based researches are deeply encouraging, showing very strong reductions in anti-social behaviour and attitudes arising from various medium-long term outdoor programmes.

Autry qualitatively demonstrates that the outdoors helps girls towards a greater sense of empowerment, ability to work with others, and stronger personal values.  It should be noted that Autry’s study was, like most, of a long-term programme.

Although the Israeli programme examined by Romi and Kohan was quite short, it may have made up for this in intensity. The researchers expressed themselves dissatisfied with marginal quantitative results, making a case for rigorous qualitative research to replace this. 

Research generally shows outdoor programmes to have positive effects on marginalised young people and others.  

Matters requiring research are: 

· What, if any, are the effects of short-term UK outdoor programmes?

· Is there benefit in building relationships with clients that transcend a “programme only” one?
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“I know that stuff happens over which I have no control. The skill is to cope till things get better out there.”





“I don’t believe that any action I take can change any-thing so tend to adopt a negative  &  fatalistic position…whatever.”








“I have the power to change things, and will take control of my life, making the best of it. I’m in control”








“I have the power to change things and will express this by anti-social / negative activity such as bullying”
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 Effect-size by gender





Positive Externality





As well as enhanced internal LOC, adventure etc. programmes can apparently also provide a positive form of externalised LOC wherein interpersonal trust is enhanced (Gaar, 1981) through experience of reliance on others in the wilderness, and on a realisation that one can cope when the external eggs hit the external fan (because one has when they have…..). This rather positive manifestation of external LOC is termed “adaptive externality”. The possibility of negative internal LOC seems to have been overlooked, but on reflection seems to be a distinct possibility. If we posit its existence,  LOC  can be seen to have  at least four manifestations, expressed as:

















Towards More Reliable Programmes





Hattie, Marsh, Neill and Richards noted that the numbers 


indicated that programmes work best when:-





They emphasise an immediate quality of experience





There are difficult and specific goals – which the participants need to be equipped to meet





They increase the amount and quality of feedback compared to what’s


 normally available to participants





Participants are able to reassess their coping strategies.











Fig _____Summary of Y-OQ Results from various types of programme (From Russell)
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