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Wilderness Family Therapy: An Innovative
Treatment Approach for Problem Youth

Scott Bandoroff, Ph.D.,! and David G, Scherer, Ph.D.2?

We present a treatment program (The Family Wheel) designed to integrate
wilderness therapy interventions with family therapy for the treatment of
troubled adolescents. The Family Wheel program was conducted in the high
desert of southern Idaho. Participation in this four-day pragram required
parents and their adolescent children to engage in an intensive expeniential
family therapy while camping and trekking in the wilderness. An evaluation
of the program revealed positive outcomes for the programs’ participants. The
theory, research, and pragmatics of conducting such an innovative program
are discussed.
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Wilderness therapy developed in response to the growing demand for
rehabilitation programs for problem youth during the 1960°s and 197(0's
(Kelly & Baer, 1968; Stewart, 1978). It provided an innovative treatment
alternative for difficult to treat adolescents (Behar & Stephens, 1978). Re-
cently, therapists have begun to discover the potential of wilderness inter-
ventions for the treatment of families (Clapp & Rudolph, 1990; Gass, 1993;
Gillis & Bonney, 1986; Mason, 1987). These efforts are based on dn eco-
logical approach (Garbarino, 1982) and dovetail with research that consis-
tently has found family factors contributing to the development and
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maintenance of delinquent behavior (Fagan & Wexler, 1987, Henggeler,
1989; Snyder & Patterson, 1987; Tolan, Cromwell & Braswell, 1986).

The Family Wheel Program was designed to meet the need for theo-
retically sound innovative programming for the treatment of problem youth
and their families. The family intervention supplemented a standard wilder-
ness program by integrating the experiential immediacy of wilderness in-
terventions with the theory and pragmatics of structural family therapy.
Troubled adolescents, following completion of a 21-day standard wilderness
program were joined by their parents for four additional days of trekking
in the high plains desert of Southern Idaho. The expedition included family
therapy sessions, multiple family group discussions, and metaphorical ex-
ercises designed to ease the adolescents return home and to challenge the
family to establish a healthier family process. The following provides the
theoretical foundation for the program and the results of an evaluation
designed to examine the effects of the program on the program’s partici-
pants.

WILDERNESS THERAPY
The Theory Guiding Wilderness Therapy

Kurt Hahn, who established Outward Bound, the pioneer program
in outdoor adventure education, postulated that challenging wilderness ex-
periences impelled individuals to learn more about themselves and develop
moral character, pride, and dignity (Skipper, 1974; Zwart, 1988). Moreover,
the physical and emotional stresses inherent in wilderness interventions are
thought to challenge the maladaptive social behaviors of problem youth
(Boudette, 1989; Zwart, 1988).

Several considerations contribute to the change process in wilderness
therapy with problem youth (Golins, 1980). Wilderness interventions appeal
to delinquents’ need for high arousal by offering excitement and perceived
risk (Kelly & Baer, 1968). The group experience inherent in wilderness
therapy is commensurate with the developmental needs of adolescents. It
fosters positive peer relationships, emphasizes the necessity of working co-
operatively within a community, and provides the opportunity for develop-
ing trust, effective communication, and problem-solving skills. The
around-the-clock availability of the instructors, who are also sharing the
rigors of the wilderness experience, inspire trust, respect, and intimacy lack-
ing in more traditional treatment approaches (Greenwood, Lipson, Abra-
hamse, Zimring, 1983). Removal from a dysfunctional home environment






