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Wilderness and youth at risk

Approaches for positive behaviour
change through the outdoors

Jo Roberts, Jo Barton and Carly Wood

Introduction

Much has been written about the value of wilderness and wild places in the healing
of vulnerable young people, with some key work occurring in South Africa,

Australia, New Zealand and the USA. Writers from Henry David Thoreau, Aldo

wilderness engenders, such as simplicity and neutrality, enabling humans to re-
evaluate, learn, reflect and self-heal. We live in a complex modern world, where

young people from all classes and walks of life can find themselves struggling with
identity, belonging, and self-man;

nt being more likely
to suffer from mental ill-health (Chief Medical Officer, 2013; Pretty eral., 2015)

In addition, youth crime and anti-social behaviour is g continuing problem,
In the UK, 12 per cent of all crime is committed by young people aged 10-17
years, with young men being responsible for more than 80 per cent (Ministry
of Justice, 2015). An increasing number of young people are also excluded from
school. In 2013-2014 nearly 5000 young people were permanently excluded from
school and 269,480 for a fixed period; largely as a result of continued disruptive
behaviour (Department for Education, 2015),
Wilderness Therapy, o programme which takes place in a wilderness of Temote
outdoor environment, is increasingly used to prov
health and development interventions and ro ¢
behaviour (Wilson and Lipsey, 2000; Connor, 2009). The restorative properties
of the wilderness foster personal, social and emotong] growth (Davis-Berman
and Berman, 1994; Russell, 2001b, 2006a; Norton and Wart, 2014), including
significant changes in self-esteem, self-effi cacy, confidence, behaviour and decision-
making (Cason and Gills, 1993; Hattie et al., 1997; Hans, 2000; Russell, 2006b;
Asfeldr and Hvenegaard, 2014: Hoag et al., 2014; Paquette et al., 2014). However,
in order for these interventions to have long-term impact, they must lie in sound
practice (Russell, 2001). In this chapter we draw on The Wilderness Foundarion’s
TirnAvound youth at risk programme, which has been running for five years,

ide a context for a range of
ackle youth crime and ani-social
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138 Roberts, Barton and Wood

the sharing of the experiences together in pain and joy, the soft murmurs as a
blood red sun sets and we are all moved by the beauty that lies within our reach
if we seek to see it, are the keys to the door for personal progress. Perhaps too it is
just the knowledge that you are worth being loved, cared for, and can be trusted
and that you can belong in a group, or as part of Gaia, that really matters. For so
many people out there who will never have these feelings or experiences, we seek
to share widely what we do and to create a respect for wilderness therapy in the
health arena so it is more accessible.

Conclusions

The TurnAround programme has successfully enabled vulnerable young people
to make positive lifestyle changes through engagement in wilderness trails. Many
of these young people were suffering from issues such as low self-esceem and self-
confidence, a lack of trust, drug and alcohol abuse and were in need of a strong
support network. [n addition to promoting improvements in wellbeing, self-esteem,
behaviour, nature experience and hope of meeting goals, the Turn Around project
also helped participants to make new friends, develop a variety of new skills and
develop communication, confidence, social skills and the ability to adapt their
behaviour and make positive changes in their lives. Throughout their time on
the project participants learnt to communicate with others and developed a sense
of achievement from successfully engaging in a variety of activities. The findings
of this programme indicate that wilderness programmes may be a successful tool
for addressing the growing number of young people at ‘risk’ of crime and anti-
social behaviour and should, therefore, be considered as an alternative option to
strategies such as discipline, deterrence, surveillance or imprisonment.




