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THE METHOD
In 2012 students from across the regions were asked to fill out a post-course evaluation form (N=371). The questionnaire consists of 7 scaled and 4 open-ended questions and took approximately 10 minutes of student’s time
to complete. Additionally, a pre-post outcomes questionnaire designed for wilderness courses of 5 days or longer
was utilized (N=339). The Outward Bound Outcomes Instrument (OBOI) is a 27 item pre-post questionnaire
taking approximately 15 minutes of student’s time to complete. Evaluation forms were collected in the field, data
was entered in both numerical and text format, analyzed, and presented herein.

COURSE END EVALUATION
The course end evaluation questionnaire used a 7-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree). Table 1 depicts student responses for each statement on general satisfaction and perceived outcomes from
their course experiences. Rather than reporting on all 7 possible responses, the categories ‘Agree’ and ‘Strongly
Agree’ were combined and for the purposes of reporting here, are considered a level of ‘high satisfaction’. Results
of the course end evaluation indicate high course satisfaction and perceived value. For example, 86% reported
they felt the OBC course was worth their time. Students also indicated that they experienced positive changes
in themselves resulting from these experiences such as being more likely to take responsibility for their actions
(81%) and an increased belief in their own success (82%).

TABLE 1
Course End Evaluation self reports of satisfaction and outcomes by frequency and percentage.
QUESTIONS

AGREE /
STRONGLY AGREE FREQUENCY

PERCENTAGE

1) I am satisfied with my course experience.

315

85%

2) My course was worth the time.

316

86%

3) I will recommend Outward Bound to someone else.

300

81%

4) Be a leader in my school or community.

223

60%

5) Accomplish my goals.

269

73%

6) Believe in my ability to succeed.

302

82%

7) Take responsibility for my actions.

298

81%

OVERALL:

AFTER MY COURSE, I AM MORE LIKELY TO:

Note: N=369; post-course evaluation form

THE COURSE END EVALUATION
ALSO INCLUDED 4 OPEN-ENDED
QUESTIONS TO BETTER ILLICIT
MEANING FROM STUDENTS
REGARDING THEIR EXPERIENCES
ON OBC COURSES.
The first 2 of these questions were analysed qualitatively from the 371 written responses and are
depicted in the following Tables 2 and 3. Descriptive themes emerged from the data and indicate that students
developed increased awareness of their thoughts and feelings and greater appreciation for how they relate to
others and the environment; elements of care and compassion, all well aligned with the aims of Outward Bound.

Following analysis, descriptive themes emerged from the answers that identified major challenges. These challenges were primarily personal and interpersonal in nature, although the realities of the physical challenges of
courses were also indicated.
These findings support and illustrate what Kurt Hahn had intended in his original OB program design; to not be
overly specific on theoretical frameworks or originality in activities, but rather to utilize the dynamics of a group,
individual responses to challenge, and the ever-changing environment to create adversity to be overcome. This
approach of incorporating physical demands, expedition planning, coordinated group work, service projects and
some intentionally driven facilitation from the leaders is a simple ‘recipe’ that has been repeated and adapted
across many outdoor and experiential education programs worldwide. These findings continue to provide insight
into how best to assist people in their own change process. ( Tables 2, 3 )

WHAT DID YOU LEARN ABOUT
YOURSELF OR ABOUT LIFE
FROM YOUR COURSE?
TABLE 2
THEME

DESCRIPTION

EXAMPLE

SELF-AWARENESS

Positive shift in how student perceives
themselves; realizing the person they want
to be; discovering a deeper understanding of who they are and what makes them
unique and valuable

“I learnt how far I am able to push myself, how to deal more
effectively in stressful situations, how to find inner happiness
and be at peace with myself”

Awareness of how important nature is in
their lives; Increased sense of connectedness with nature; Desire to further explore
this connection

“That being in nature is extremely beneficial to my mental and
physical and emotional well-being”

APPRECIATION
OF NATURE

“I was able to reflect on my negative attributes and acknowledge them as well and discover strengths I never knew I had.”

“Nature is more influential in my life than I had realized.”
“I developed a deeper appreciation for the wilderness.”

GRATITUDE

SELF-EMPOWERMENT

INTERPERSONAL
RELATIONSHIPS

APPRECIATION
OF LIFE

Appreciation for life at home and the
simple pleasures; Increased respect for
family, friends and community;
Recognition of personal privilege and
what was taken for granted

“That no matter what happens or how difficult situations are
the best thing is to get through it and be thankful for the
opportunity for greater learning.”

Realization of personal strengths and the
capacity to effectively lead; increased
awareness of personal accomplishments;
motivation to make lasting change

You don’t know how strong you are until being strong is your
only choice.”

Increased awareness of how to interact
within a group, and the important roles
aside from being a leader; learned when it
is appropriate to lead, and when it is necessary to follow

“Everyone has qualities and imperfections. Everyone has
something to teach and something to be taught.”

An increased sense of inner peace and appreciation for the life they are living; increased motivation to live life to the fullest
and discover a sense of purpose by taking
control

“That my life is too fast nowadays and sometimes you just need
to stop and take a break.”

“I learned that I am not grateful enough for what I have. I have
become more aware of how lucky I am.”

“Through this experience I gained my motivation back. I gained
the drive to push myself beyond what I thought was possible. I
am proud of myself”

“Communication is an incredible skill. In order to create a
strong group communication is so important!”

“That you will never fully understand life and that you should
spend more time living than thinking about it”

WHAT WAS THE MOST
CHALLENGING PART OF
YOUR COURSE, AND WHY?
TABLE 3
THEME

DESCRIPTION

EXAMPLE

GROUP DYNAMICS

Navigating the nuances of being with a
large group of people who have different
values and perspectives for an extended
period of time; managing conflict and
inevitable tensions as well as accommodating a wide range of skill and experience
levels in a wilderness setting

“Since the group was new not enough communication was
happening so there were many problems and disconnects”

The difficulty of staying present and
accepting each moment as a valuable
learning experience; trying to take the
most out of the experience when faced with
personal challenges

“Forcing myself to slow down and be patient, because I needed
time to focus on my inner self”

Remaining cognizant of personal limits
and finding healthy ways to express ones’
self; Finding appropriate outlets for anger,
frustration, loneliness, and feelings of inadequacy or failure

“Working with the group when I was really angry with them
and still communicating effectively with them in a mature and
positive way.”

Coming to terms with personal limitations
regarding physical strength, stamina, skill
level and susceptibility to injury; managing
the realization of personal inadequacies in
wilderness situations compared to urban
environment

“The physical challenge was the hardest part as I wasn’t
prepared for extraneous circumstances that we were put in”

STAYING IN THE
MOMENT

EMOTIONAL
CONTROL

PHYSICAL
CHALLENGES

OPENING UP

BEING AWAY
FROM HOME

BEING ALONE

Difficulty being able to disclose personal information and express ones’ self in a public
format (i.e. group circles and conversation)

Adjusting to the ruggedness of the wilderness experience and life outside of the city;
resisting the desire to avoid difficult situations and acknowledging the value of the
current hardship

Spending time reflecting and dealing with
personal struggles that arise from inner dialogue—particularly salient during the solo

“Interacting with people because I don’t know what to say
most of the time”

“Wanting to do more but because of weather and gear the
group was not able physically or mentally to do as much.
Helped me let go, not try to control everything, relax with
myself.”

“It was definitely having to stay calm and collected with my
peers”

“Hiking every day with packs was pretty hard because everything I do comes naturally to me and this truly challenged me.”

“Disclosing personal information...because it was the hardest
part of my life”
“Most challenging part was opening up to others about things
because it’s outside my comfort zone. I’m working on it
“Being away from home for so long because I never usually
leave for this long”
“Having to push yourself so hard mentally and physically every
day, as well as not having the same stimulants (t.v., phone, etc.)
as in the city”
“Solo was probably the hardest mentally because it is hard to
sit with yourself for 48 hours”

WHAT WILL YOU TELL
OTHERS ABOUT YOUR
EXPERIENCE WHEN
YOU GO HOME?
Students were asked what they would tell others about their experiences at OBC when they got home.
Responses varied from self discovery to overcoming annoyance with other group members. To display
these findings, we chose to use a content analysis graphic depicting the narratives to be shared by OBC
students with friends and family.

ADDITIONAL COMMENTS
OR THOUGHTS ABOUT
YOUR OUTWARD BOUND
EXPERIENCE.
	
  

	
  

OUTWARD BOUND
OUTCOMES INSTRUMENT (OBOI)
The OBOI was designed by researchers for OBUSA to measure course outcomes identified in the Outward
Bound Educational Framework (as shown in Figure 3). Questions were drawn from existing validated scales on
similar constructs, including: Life Effectiveness Questionnaire, Review of Personal Effectiveness with Locus of
Control, Developmental Assets Profile, Connectedness to Nature Scale, The General Self-Efficacy Scale, and
the Psychological Well-Being Scale. OBUSA and OBC share philosophical roots and pedagogy. That said, it is
assumed that the OBOI would be an ideal instrument to capture the broad and dynamic curriculum of an OB
program. Results are presented in Table 4.

FIGURE 3

The OBUSA educational framework upon which the OBOI was designed.
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OBOI MEASURES
THE FOLLOWING FACTORS:
CHARACTER DEVELOPMENT
Self-Confidence		

Assuredness in one’s abilities and the success of one’s actions.

Goal Setting		

Establishing specific objectives and motivation to achieve them.

Resilience		

An ability to recover from or adjust easily to challenges in one’s life.

Empowerment		
		

The connection between one’s sense of personal competence and willingness to take action. 		

LEADERSHIP
Problem Solving		

Thinking critically in order to effectively look for solutions to problems.

Effective Communication

Effectively communicate with other people in interpersonal and group settings. 		

Group Collaboration

Working and cooperating with other people to achieve group tasks.

Compassion		

Awareness of suffering of others coupled with the wish to relieve it.

ENVIRONMENT
Environmental Awareness

Demonstrate a sense of consciousness and stewardship for the natural world.

FIGURE 4 - Outcomes of the OBOI
250

200

TOTAL SCORES
CHARACTER
DEVELOPMENT

150

LEADERSHIP
100

ENVIRONMENTAL
AWARENESS

50

PRE MEAN

POST MEAN

Note: Total score range (0-270), Character development & Leadership score range (0-120), Environmental awareness score range (0-30);
N = 339; pre and post scales completed at program end.

The outcomes of this evaluation, as seen in Figure 4, suggest students are having positive and rewarding experiences on OBC courses. The findings include positive changes in character development,
leadership and environmental awareness as well as indicating a high level of satisfaction with their
experiences. Further, students have shared that interpersonal growth has occurred through increases
in awareness and skills related to dealing with people, their own capacities physically and emotionally,
and that they have an increased level of care or concern for themselves, those around them and the
environment.

Outcomes research in outdoor and experiential education has been challenged repeatedly for its lack of
theoretical grounding (Baldwin, Persing & Magnuson, 2004; Brookes, 2004). While efforts have been
made, Brookes has contended that little support exists to explain or support outcomes being achieved by
these programs.
Program outcomes are often reported, however, the theoretical understanding of reported change is often
missing, borrowed from other fields, or loosely supported with anecdotal evidence (Baldwin et al, 2004).
Part of the problem is that outdoor experiential education is comprised of many variables, some known,
others not. Programs such as Outward Bound, with such diverse personal, interpersonal and environmental
dynamics, are difficult to study as specific components and influences may mediate change or reported
outcomes.
Further, drawing data from across regions, student populations and a variety of activity-specific courses
leaves a difficult task of assigning theories of change to course outcomes found. Outward Bound has long
leaned on the Process Model from Walsh and Golins (1976). Walsh and Golins described the classic OB
course as a linear and logical progression of course element. While a great pedagogical tool for teaching
new instructors basic elements of an OB course, the model needs to be reconceptualised and further
tested. McKenzie (2003) challenged the model as lacking what she described as other key influences such
as the instructors and the environment.
From this evaluation, which included qualitative student data, some of these variables demand further
discussion and investigation. To assist in meeting the perpetual critiques of the field, further research at
OBC is suggested in the following areas: (1) role of the environment in the Outward Bound experience, (2)
student population specific (youth, veterans...) outcomes, (3) and, the role of the group, and (4) theoretical explanations.

ROLE OF THE ENVIRONMENT
Students reported an increased appreciation for nature as an outcome of their OBC experience as well as identifying ’being away from home’ and ‘solo’ as some of their greatest challenges. The influence of contact with nature,
the wilderness experience and our relationship to natural or wild places have all been identified as important
variables in outdoor experiential programming and further research has been called for (Beringer & Martin,
2003; Greenway, 1995; Harper, Carpenter & Segal, 2012; Raffan, 1993). Research into the role of nature in
the OBC student experience will better inform practice and contribute to the broader literature of the fields of
outdoor education, adventure therapy and ecospychology.

POPULATION-SPECIFIC OUTCOMES
To better serve specific populations, research is needed relative to the design and intentionality of customized
courses. Designed to meet the populations’ particular needs, claims of theory or outcomes should resonate with
the intention of each course. OBC currently serves a number of identified populations and can tailor its measures
and methods to suit. Currently, the Veterans Program and a First Nations Youth Program are being evaluated
and results will be reported by Fall 2013. Current analysis of outdoor adventure and sport program research has
demonstrated support for these programs contributing positively to social and emotional growth (Lubens et al.,
2012). OBC could seek to evaluate its Youth Challenge programs following the reasoning evidenced in this
analysis to better support its ability to work with at risk or disenfranchised youth populations.

ROLE OF THE GROUP
Social learning theory, as espoused by Bandura (1977) suggests change in individual and group behaviour is
often a result of modeling and observation. This theory has been idealized in outdoor experiential education for
many decades. As a foundation, this theory can, and has been, further explored. Paisley, Furman, Sibthorp &
Gookin (2008) examined program elements as ‘mechanisms’ for change. This type of research produces valuable
knowledge for program improvements through intentional designs. The effect of group characteristics and
dynamics in OBC courses is well understood and demands further investigation.

THEORETICAL DEVELOPMENT
Gass (2006) challenged the field of outdoor and experiential education to look more closely at evidence-based
practice. The field, while slow to respond, has taken steps toward increasing our collective understanding of how
experiential learning and outdoor experiences affect individuals and groups, and attempt to capture that with
rigourous research efforts. While Brookes (2004) suggests we continue to rely on universal assumptions that
outdoor learning is good for everyone, more research is needed to begin clearly articulating explanations of what
is creating change (e.g., See McKenzie, 2003; Paisley et al., 2008). The ‘how’ and ‘why’ to explain the growing
pile of outcomes studies.

Nevin Harper PhD - 2012© - National Research Coordinator
Thanks to Kyle Horvath and Pat Nolan for their assistance in preparing this report.
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