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Abstract

There are a considerable number ofprograms and agencies that count on the

existence of a unique relationship between nature and human development. In addition, there

are significant bodies of literature dedicated to understanding developmentally focused

nature-based experiences. This research project was designed to flirther the understanding of

this phenomenon. Consequently, the purpose of this research endeavour was to discover the

essence ofthe intersection ofpersonal transformation and nature-based leisure, culminating

in a rich and detailed account of this otherwise tacit phenomenon. As such, this research built

on the assumption of this beneficial intersection of nature and personal transformation and

contributes to the understanding ofhow this context is supporting or generating of self-

actualization and positive development. Heuristic methods were employed because

heuristics is concerned with the quality and essence of an experience, not causal relationships

(Moustakas, 1990). Heuristic inquiry begins with the primary researcher and her personal

experience and knowledge of the phenomenon. This study also involved four other co-

researchers who had also experienced this phenomenon intensely. Co-researchers were

found through purposeful and snowball sampling. Rich narrative descriptions of their

experiences were gathered through in-depth, semi-structured interviews, and artifact

elicitation was employed as a means to get at co-researchers' tacit knowledge. Each co-

researcher was interviewed twice (the first interview focused on personal transformation, the

second on nature) for approximately four and a half hours in total. Transcripts were read

repeatedly to discern patterns that emerged from the study of the narratives and were coded

accordingly. Individual narratives were consolidated to create a composite narrative of the

experience. Finally, a creative synthesis was developed to represent the essence of this tacit
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experience. In conclusion the essence of the intersection of nature-based leisure and personal

transformation was found to lie in the convergence of the lived experience of authenticity.

The physical environment of nature was perceived and experienced to be a space and context

of authenticity, leisure experiences were experienced as an engagement of authenticity, and

individuals themselves encountered a true or authentic self that emanated from within. The

implications of these findings are many, offering suggestions, considerations and

implications from reconsidered approaches to environmental education to support for self-

directed human development.
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CHAPTER 1

As I understand and experience it, life is a journey. It is an ongoing series of

passages, a continual process of understanding and situating oneself, others and the larger

world. In my journey thus far, nature has played a significant role, especially in the

development ofmy conception of self, and feeling of connection to this world. Nature

has been and remains a place of refuge, renewal, reflection, and retreat in my life. Nature

is a place of centering, of reconsidering my self, my ways of relating to my self, and my

world. It is a space in which I breathe more consciously and move my body with greater

care, compassion, and appreciation. It is a place which is seemingly beyond the everyday

and yet the experience of being in and with it, is also experienced as a balanced

dichotomy of the familiar and the foreign. In this place, this space, I have often found

myself recognizing and encountering my own personal transformation.

Why am I, the primary co-researcher' sharing these reflective thoughts? And

why, you may ask, have I placed this at the fore? This thesis began with these

reflections, because situating myself as a reflexive researcher is a foundational aspect for

this heuristic research project. This narrative writing style continues throughout the

following chapters in an effort towards transparency and readability. Furthermore, this

narrative style of writing allows for the co-researchers ' (participants) voices to be heard

within a context of a shared perspective, for they too are represented as they presented

their experiences - with minimal dissection or over-interpretation by myself, the primary

researcher. Additionally, just as I enjoyed conversing with others who have experienced

' Primary co-researcher is terminology used within this research project to name myself amongst the other

co-researchers who participated in this study. Further explanation of such terminology can be found in the

Definition of Terms section.
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the intersection of nature-based leisure and personal transformation, 1 intend for this to

read as a conversation, a dialogue that ultimately seeks to paint a picture of the essence of

this phenomenon - the intersection of personal transformation and nature-based leisure.

Introduction

The purpose of this research endeavour was to discover the essence of the

intersection of personal transformation and nature-based leisure. The culmination of this

heuristic project is a rich and detailed account of this otherwise tacit phenomenon.

This research was based on the developmental perspective that people are

inherently good and are seeking meaning, fulfilment, and forward movement in their

lives (Maslow, 1968; Rogers, 1978; Seligman, 2002). Such development is an ongoing

process, a gradual movement towards self-actualization. However, this road to self-

actualization is not always a smooth journey and many people encounter challenges to

their developmental progress (Csikszentmihalyi, 1993; Kleiber, 1999). Thus, this

developmental process may also be triggered by an experience or context - the result

being an escalated experience ofhuman development, otherwise known as personal

transformation. As such, this research contributes to the understanding ofhow context

may support or generate self-actualization and positive development. This will be

achieved through describing the phenomenon of an intersection - nature-based leisure

and personal transformation.

The optimistic perspective of continual, self-seeking development is most

commonly traced to Humanistic Psychology (Maslow, 1968; Rogers, 1978; Schneider,

Bugental & Pierson, 2001) and more recently to Positive Psychology (Csikszentmihalyi,

1993; Seligman, 2002). This perspective has also made its way into leisure literature
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(Kleiber, 1 999) as well as some therapeutic recreation strategies (Carruthers & Hood,

2004). In some ways this project is an amalgamation of these perspectives, bringing

together, in the interest of positive development and self-actualization, a leisure context

recognized for its therapeutic value and developmental potential.

Personal Transformation

It may be helpful to think of personal transformation as a poignant experience of

development - as something that can be felt and experienced. This occurrence is marked

by an intense sense of change and a conscious increase in self-awareness and reflective

thought (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1998; C. Hood, personal communication, 2007; Kleiber,

1999). In contrast, more normative development, such as maturity or age-related growth,

may only be recognized after a significant period of time or once the person has moved

past it (Bomstein, Davidson, Keyes & Moore, 2003; Kleiber). Consequently, these age

and life-stage developmental patterns are often used as guides for the study and

understanding of normative development (Freysinger, 1999; Kleiber). Transformative

experiences, on the other hand, are not as predictable as normative, age and life-stage

development, and as such, are studied outside of these normative paradigms. One of the

common contextualizing strategies used for studying transformative experiences is within

the experience of adversity (Calhoun & Tedeschi; Kleiber, Hutchinson, & Williams,

2002; Park & Helgeson, 2006). The reason adversity is a common context for

transformation is because adversity acts as a catalyst for reflection on oneself and one's

life. This heuristic inquiry into personal transformation and nature-based leisure

however, diverges somewhat from both the traditional structures ofdevelopment and
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1

transformative contexts of adversity to seek a better understanding of transformation

within positive experiences.

There are multiple ways in which human development is studied, discussed and

defined depending on the academic discipline, body of literature and ontological

perspective. Additionally, individuals may experience and understand personal

transformation in varying ways. Thus, personal transformation as a surge ofhuman

development is subject to diversity in its definition and means of personal '
. t ,

-^

comprehension. Some examples of bodies of literature that discuss personal

transformation include: psychology, spirituality, post-traumatic growth, and

transformative learning. Although there are a variety of perspectives, one point common

to all concepts of personal transformation is the idea ofpeople experiencing a significant

and meaningfiil change. This change could be felt and recognized within one's sense of

self, relafionships with others and/or philosophy of life (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1998). I

will be using these concepts of "significant, meaningful change" as well as the three-fold

dimensions of that change noted above, as the baseline for understanding personal

transformation. .

Nature-Based Leisure

I use the terminology of nature-based leisure in order to be inclusive of

experiences such as painting in the outdoors, or practicing walking meditation in nature

that may not fall under the usual outdoor recreation umbrella. Regardless of the activity,

nature-based leisure encompasses a particular physical place as well as a particular mind-

space and type of lived experience.
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Leisure is recognized as an experience laden with potential for growth, self-

definition, development and healing (Carruthers & Hood, 2004; Kleiber, 1999; Kleiber et

al., 2002; Privette, 2001); however not all leisure experiences (e.g. television) have the

same potential for growth. There are many factors that contribute to the quality of a

leisure experience in terms of its ability to inspire a developmental outcome. These

factors range irom motivational drives and the extent of investment, to the social

structure and context or physical environment (Jackson & Burton, 1 999; Kleiber). For

this study, the context and physical environment are of particular interest in defining

developmentally productive leisure experiences (Smale, 1 999).

Nature is gaining recognition as a context and space to counter modem ailments

of stress, depression and isolation and is believed to enhance well-being (Bums, 2005;

Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; Lloyd & Little, 2005; Louv, 2005). Spending time in nature and

enjoying a sense of quiet and solitude, or appreciating the beauty of a river or landscape

has calming and therapeutic attributes (Bums; Kaplan & Kaplan; Lloyd & Little). In

addition, the characteristics of nature-based leisure experiences may also include a social

environment which allows for role relaxation and experimentation, a sense of relief and

separation fi-om daily life, along with a reduction in time pressures and associated

commitments (Lloyd & Little; McDermott, 2004; Warren, 1996). Consequently, a

person may have more time for reflection and enjoy a sense of fi-eedom and connection to

nature, experiences which have been linked to spiritually transcendent or transformative

experiences (Williams & Harvey, 2001). As such, nature-based leisure is contextually

and experientially rich with potential for promoting or fostering personal growth and

development.
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An argument can also be made for the importance and timeliness of seeking a

better understanding of the ways in which humans benefit fi-om, connect-to, interact-with,

and are changed by nature (Humberstone, 1 998). Climate change, pollution, the

disconnection between humans and nature (Gillespie & Kalinowski, 2006; Louv, 2005;

Suzuki & McConnell, 1997), and natural disasters regularly make headline news, and are

the focus ofmuch scientific debate. Amidst this growing public concern for the natural

environment, there is also an increasing desire to seek out experiences with nature in

varying capacities (Manning, 1 999; Plummer, 2005). With this much attention and

interest directed towards the natural environment, it is a fitting time to be seeking a better

understanding of positive outcomes fi-om human interactions with nature.

The Intersection

People believe in the connection between nature-based leisure and personal

transformation. The evidence of this lies in the considerable number ofprograms

counting on or hoping for the existence of a unique relationship between nature and

human development: therapeutic wilderness programs (e.g. Second Nature Wilderness

Programs, Kaitou Wilderness Therapy); nature-based retreat centres (e.g. Northern Edge

Algonquin); adventure programs (e.g. Outward Bound, Boundless); and even eco-tourism

destinations (e.g. Frontiers North - Tundra Buggy Adventures). All of these programs

count on, assume, or support the existence of a unique relationship between nature and

human development. There are also significant bodies of literature dedicated to these

nature-based experiences: adventure therapy; outdoor education; transference; and sense

of place to name a few. As a collective, these bodies of literature speak to a unique

relationship between nature-based leisure and personal transformation, however not much
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literature exists describing the essence of this intersection (Brooks, Wallace & Williams,

2006; Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; Manzo, 2005; Williams & Harvey, 2001). This

research builds on the assumption of this beneficial intersection and contributes to the

understanding ofhow this context supports or generates self-actualization and positive

development. This is achieved through addressing the central research question: What is

the essence of the intersection of personal transformation and nature-based leisure? This

research culminates in a detailed description of the essence of this intersection. To aide

in the reading of this research project 1 have provided a definition of terms section below

to clarify any language and terminology that the reader needs to be familiar with as they

progress through this research project.

Definition ofTerms

Backcountry - This word could be interchanged with "wilderness area" or other terms for

remote natural places that have been largely undisturbed or unaffected by human
influence and development.

Co-researcher - Co-researcher is heuristic term for a "participant" within heuristic

research (Moustakas, 1990). This terminology is used in order to demonstrate

that co-researcher voices are equally alongside the person conducting the

research, the "primary co-researcher".

Constructivist Paradigm - Constructionism takes the ontological perspective that all

people create meaning in their lives on a continual basis, through a sort of cyclical

social and self-production, reproduction, and internalization of socially

constructed norms, expectations, roles and thus, of society (Guba & Lincoln,

1998; Patton, 2002; Rossman; 1998). From this perspective the world and social

order is viewed as dynamic, malleable, relational, and reactive.

Daimon - A Hellenic word meaning "this is who 1 really am", it is a person's true self, it

is an excellence of self that people are meant to strive for in pursuit of meaning

and direction (Waterman, 1990, 1993).

Epochal and Incremental Transformation - Epochal transformation is an instantaneous

awareness of something that prior to that moment a person had no conception of.

In more simple terms it is an "ah-ha" moment of coming to understanding and
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awareness. Incremental transformation on the other hand is a slow, progressive

coming to awareness and understanding of a certain topic or concept, there is no
specific, stand-out "ah-ha" moment, but instead a series of non-descript

expansions of understanding that culminate in a new awareness or understanding

(Dirkx, Mezirow & Cranton, 2006).

Eudaimomia - "Eudaimonism is an ethical theory that calls upon people to

recognize and live in accordance with the daimon or 'true self"

(Waterman, 1990, p. 52).

Flow - A flow state is where people feel perfectly in tune with their environment and

activity, experiencing a harmonious balance between personal challenge,

enjoyment and satisfaction, and an intense state of engagement (Csikszentmihalyi,

1990).

Heuristic Research - Heuristic research is a qualitative, phenomenological type of

research. The primary question for heuristic researchers is "What is my
experience of this phenomenon and the essential experience of others who also

experience this phenomenon intensely?" (Patton, 2002, p. 107). It is concerned

with describing the essence of a phenomenon by uncovering the tacit knowledge

of people who have experienced the phenomenon intensely.

Leisure - In general terms for this study, leisure is understood as a context of

fi-eedom where a person engages with a pursuit which is personally meaningful

and truly expressive of one's individuality or sense of self (Neulinger, 1981). It is

a time free Irom obligation and a mind-space ofboth focused engagement with

the experience and disengagement from the rest of one's life (Kleiber, 1999). As
such, leisure can be best understood within three framing concepts: time, activity,

and experience.

Narrative Writing - Some forms of narrative writing "engage the reader through a

chronological approach as events unfold slowly over time, whether the subject is

a study of a culture-sharing group, the narrative of the life of an individual, or the

evolution of a program" (Creswell, 1998, p. 168). 1 have written this thesis from

the perspective of accompanying the reader along the research journey, the entire

research process being an unfolding chronology and development in the

understanding of the phenomenon. My voice narrates the entire project, in an

effort to assure the reader that I am aware of and purposeful in my place within

the research. A narrative approach to this project also seemed appropriate

because 1 am embedded within the research as an equal subject of study and have

knowledge of the phenomenon in question.

Nature-based Leisure - I have adopted the term nature-based leisure in order to be more

inclusive of the wide variety of ways of interacting with and participating nature-

based activities. Nature-based leisure is about bringing together the state of mind,

and experience of leisure within the unique environment and context of nature.
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Nature-based leisure is about partaking in an endeavour for the equal purposes of

interacting with the environment and context of nature, as well as participating in

a desired activity or pastime. I have chosen to use the term nature-based leisure

for the purpose of distinguishing it from outdoor recreation, which is often

associated with specific experiences and activities such as canoeing or rock-

climbing, leaving little room for alternative leisure experiences with nature.

Pause - A lived experience where "the person's life response no longer

blindly follows stimulus. There intervenes between the two our human
imaginings, reflections, considerations, ponderings. Pause is the prerequisite for

wonder. When we don't pause, when we are perpetually hurrying from one

appointment to another, from one "planned activity" to another, we sacrifice the

richness of wonder" (May, 1981, p. 167).

Personal Transformation - There are numerous definitions of personal

fransformafion; my working definifion was as follows: An experience of

meaningfiil change in sense of self, relationships, and philosophy of life,

which may be purposefully sought or unexpectedly encountered by way of

a significant positive or negative life event, whose impact may be either

incremental or epochal.

Phenomenon - A phenomenon is defined as "that which makes a some-'thing' what it is

- and without which it could not be what it is" (Hursserl, 1982; Merleau-Ponty,

1962, cited in van Manen, 1997, p. 10). The phenomenon in question for this

researcher was the intersection of personal transformation and nature-based

leisure.

Primary co-researcher - This is the terminology used within this heuristic research project

to name myself amongst the other co-researchers who participated in this study.

This use of language is standard for heuristic research, purposefully assigning

equalizing terminology to co-researchers (participants) and primary-co-

researcher(s) (researcher(s)) alike.

Readability - This refers to the attempt by the writer-researcher to put forward a written

document which is reader-friendly, being equally accessibleto those who are

familiar with this topic and those who are not.

Rich, In-depth, Thick Description - The purpose of rich, in-depth and thick description is

to give the reader a comprehensive picture of the situation from which the

findings have come. By providing such description, the reader is able to decide

for himself/herself whether the findings are applicable to his/her own specific

situation (Creswell, 1998; Guba, 1981; Patton, 2002).

Tacit - Tacit knowledge is knowledge that people possess but may have trouble

expressing. It is the idea that people can know more than they can share

(Polanyi, 1966). Tacit knowledge often includes feelings, emotions and physical
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ways ofknowing about a concept, along with cognitive understanding. It is "that

internal place where experience, feeling, and meaning join together to form both a

picture of the world and a way to navigate that world" (Sela-Smith, 2002, p. 60)

Transparency - "Transparency is an attempt to demonstrate the credibility of qualitative

research evidence by allowing the reader to 'see through' the researchers'

decision-making and their analytical approach to the data. This is accomplished

by leaving an audit trail, a record of the reseacher's design decisions, as the study

progresses, about gaining access, selection of field role, choice of participants,

ethical considerations, and analytical methods" (Holloway, 2005, p. 6). When I

comment that I have done something "in an effort towards transparency", I am
saying that 1 am making an effort to be clear and accountable. I most often

discuss my efforts towards transparency in terms ofmy rational, personal views,

how I employed heuristic methods, the choices I made in formatting the

presentation of findings in chapters 4, 5, and 6, and my own personal self-study.

St

; ^*:
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CHAPTER 2

There are many ways to understand this study's framing concepts of personal

transformation, leisure, and nature. As such, this literature review includes an intentional

selection of theories and perspectives of personal transformation, leisure, and nature that

inform and contribute directly to this research project. The theories and perspectives

attended to in the following pages were guided by the following beliefs held by myself,

the primary co-researcher:

- I believe people are good and moving forward towards self-

actualization, although not all in the same way or at the same time.

- I believe people are continually making meaning of their experiences

and as such their sense of self and place in the world is continually

evolving.

- I believe leisure is a context for development, and discovery and

enactment of personal authenticity.

- I believe nature can enhance well-being and can be effectively used as a

context for growth.

Personal Transformation

In an effort to describe my own transformative experiences, 1 searched within

various bodies of existing literature to find a match. What I found instead were pieces of

my own understanding and experience within varying bodies of literature. Given that this

research is following the heuristic methodology, I was not charged with the task of

defining this experience at the outset, but instead, to patiently wait for the essence ofthe

experience to reveal itself through the data (Moustakas, 1990). As such, with this

literature review I did not seek to define personal transformation, but instead I engaged in

a brief description of a selection of ways in which this concept has been discussed and 1
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identified how these perspectives inform this study. My own working definition of

personal transformation was arrived at through a difficult task of considering the many

ways of studying and understanding personal transformation. In the end, Positive

Psychology, Humanistic Psychology, Post Traumatic Growth and Transformative

Learning theories informed both my working definition and the following review of

;

literature.

Working Definition : An experience of meaningftil change in sense of t!
>

self, relationships, and philosophy of life, which may be purposefiiUy

sought or unexpectedly encountered by way of a significant positive or

negative life event, whose impact may be either incremental or

epochal.

A Wide Variety ofPerspectives

There is a significant amount ofresearch and literature dedicated to human

experiences of growth, development and transformation. A considerable amount of this

literature centers on negative or traumatic life events and how they may inspire or require

personal changes. Less attention has been paid to the power of positive experiences to

catalyze personal growth, transformation and development. This review will aim to

cover a sample of the spectrum of perspectives, fi-om positive to negative and the views

in between.

Humanistic psychology was chosen out of the many psychological perspectives

for two reasons: first, because of it's grounding in the human drive for meaning in life

and forward movement and second, because the concept of self-actualization was bom

out of this perspective. Post-traumatic growth gives valuable insights into the ways in
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which people can flourish when confronting adversity. Most importantly however, it

centers on peoples' ability to redefine and reconceptualize when they encounter a life

event which shatters the foundations of their life assumptions (Calhoun & Tedeschi,

1998; Kleiber et al. 2002; Mobily & Ostiguy, 2004). Transformative learning is based on

the idea that the human ability to learn goes beyond simple subject matter comprehension

to the capacity to internalize learning experiences resulting in holistically developmental

encounters. This perspective highlights the potential for purposeful learning to inspire

greater awareness and deeper consideration of self along with the subject matter (Dirkx,

Mezirow & Cranton, 2006; Kovan & Dirkx, 2005). Finally, the relatively new movement

of positive psychology contributes a belief in the human desire to seek out and exercise

capacities by way of an ongoing search for context and experience that bolster self-

awareness, pleasure and meaning making (Bomstein et al., 2003; Emmons, 2003; Keyes

& Haidt, 2003; Linley & Joseph, 2004; Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2003; Seligman,

2002).

Humanistic Psychology. The humanistic tradition of psychology was founded by

Abraham Maslow and Carl Rogers who believed in the basic goodness of people and

their innate drive for personal growth, development, and ultimately, self-actualization

(Franken, 2002; Halgin & Whitboume, 2003). This is an optimistic view ofhuman

nature, believing that the responsibility of and recognition for developmental progress

belongs to the individual (Baron, Earhard & Ozier, 1 998). The humanistic perspective is

concerned with understanding how people come to progress through developmental

stages, moving towards self-actualization. In seeking this understanding, humanistic

psychologists and researchers seek to "to unveil the 'guts,' core, or essence of what it
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means to be vitally human" (Schneider et al., 2001 , p. 49). To be able to get at this

"core" or essence, this perspective takes a holistic approach to the human experience and

mind, body, spirit, and tacit knowledge are all valued as worthy components of the

human lived experience (Szasz, 2001).

In terms of growth, development and personal transformation, the humanistic

perspective centers on people's capacity and drive for self-actualization. This concept of

self-actualization was developed by Maslow (1968) and is defined as

the ongoing actualization of potentials, capacities, and talents, as

fulfillment ofmission (or call, fate, destiny, or vocafion), as a fiiller

knowledge of, and acceptance of, the person's own intrinsic nature, as an

increasing trend toward unity, integration, or synergy within the person.

(P-25)

Halgin and Whitboume (2003) provide a more descripfive account of Maslow's concept

of the self-actualized person:

the maximum realization of the individual's potential for psychological

growth....self-actualized people are accurate in their self-perceptions and

are able to find rich sources of enjoyment and stimulation in their

everyday activities. They are capable of peak experiences in which they

feel a tremendous surge of inner happiness, as if they were totally in

harmony with themselves and their world. . . .They also have a philosophy t.

of life that is based on humanitarian and egalitarian values, (p. 1 18)

However, to achieve self-actualizafion, Maslow (1968) outlined a series of needs which

must first be met; this is called the "hierarchy of needs". The essential premise of this
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hierarchy is that first the basics of life must be satisfied before a person can progress to

self-actualization. Of course, progress towards this "maximum realization" of

development will vary from person to person, depending on their life circumstances.

What Maslow has provided is a developmental endpoint, however the route or journey to

self^actualization is not firmly outlined. - ,- >/i fi*?*

There is not just one route to self-actualization. People could self-actualize after

long and meaningfiil lives of progressive learning and "age-appropriate" development.

On the other hand, it is equally viable that people could come to self-actualization by way

of a transformative life experience which causes them to reconsider their life and the very

structures or assumptions upon which they have built their life: sense ofwho they are,

their purpose, relationships, and place in the world. Regardless ofwhich developmental

progression people experience, the end result is the same - self-actualization. This line of

thinking is within the realm of interest of current humanistic theorizing, as stated by

Feinstein (2001), vi, h'.m' .,; < ; i ' ~ ' •'

this fi-amework is capable of accommodating the farther and more noble - '

'reaches ofhuman nature' (Maslow, 1971) that conventional psychology '.

has tended to neglect but humanistic psychology has tended to embrace,

including scientifically slippery areas such as consciousness, values, love,

identity, freedom, will and self-transcendence, (p. 181)

Furthermore, humanistic psychology values the latent potential of positive experiences to

inspire or shift human development towards self-actualization. Privette (2001) expressed

this idea of the developmental potenfial of positive experiences or optimal moments in the
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following, "as self-actualization is prototypic ofhealthy personality, peak performance^

and peak experience are prototypic of positive experiences. Optimal moments Eire

interesting in their own right and, as pole stars, give direction for our human possibilities"

(p. 162). Clearly then, personal transformation can be understood to be a latent potential

within optimal experiences that could steer a person towards self-actualization.

Humanistic psychology informed this study in two ways. First, humanistic

psychology is grounded in the optimistic view that people are good and moving forward,

making meaning of their lived experiences. Secondly, humanistic psychology offers a

developmental endpoint or goal - self-actualization, "the maximum realization of the

individuaPs potential for psychological growth" (Halgin & Whitboume, 2003, p. 118).

Personal transformation (or self-transcendent experiences) can then be understood as a

valuable experience that may accelerate a person's developmental progression towards

self-actualization.

Post-Traumatic Growth. Post-traumatic growth occurs when a person has

experienced a traumatic life event that becomes, "an occasion for reappraising one's self,

life, values, and goals" (Kleiber et al. 2002, p. 221). In the simplest terms, this traumatic

event becomes the marker of a "before" and "after" in the person's life. These changes

may be evidenced by cognitive, behavioural, emotional and spiritual dimensions of

growth. Post-traumatic growth can be experienced in various ways: "changing schemas,

altering personal narratives, and developing a greater degree ofwhat can be called

wisdom... growth may be best viewed as multidimensional" (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1998,

^ "Peak performance, the perfect moment when mind, muscle and movement come together, and peak

experience, a precious moment of highest happiness and joy, are personally valued experiences. We
cherish these times, enjoy remembering them, and intuitively expect that they can enlighten our lives"

(Privette, 2001,p.l61).
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p. 362). As such, from the perspective of adversity, post-traumatic growth offers many

worthy insights into personal transformation.

Post-traumatic growth gives a perspective on transformation that begins with an

overwhelmingly negative experience which leads to significant, multi-dimensional

changes that involves self-concept, relationships, and outlook on and meaning of life

(Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1998). However, for people to be moved to or through such a

significant change, they must encounter some circumstance which shakes the foundation

of their assumptive world (Janoff-Bulman, 1992). This shaking of the foundations of

people's worlds may motivate them to take the steps towards change because of

unrelenting feelings of discomfort and vulnerability (Mobily & Ostiguy, 2004). These

changes could involve both cognitive and behavioural processes. Furthermore, these

changes do not result solely from the trauma, but from positive experiences and emotions

that are experienced post-trauma. Positive emotions and experiences provide a release

and buffer from the immense associated stress (Folkman, 1997; Folkman & Moskowitz,

2000). As such, positive experiences such as leisure are recognized as a means by which

people come to recognize new strengths and begin to build new communities of support

and ways of defining themselves and understanding their world (Kleiber, 1999; Mobily &

Ostiguy).

Post-traumatic growth informed this study by providing some structure to the

understanding of personal transformation as discussed by Calhoun and Tedeschi (1998),

perceived growth tends to be reported in three general domains: changes

in perception of self, changed relationships with others, and a changed

philosophy of life that includes a deeper appreciation for life, along with
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new life directions and priorities (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 1 996; Tedeschi,

Park, & Calhoun, 1998). (as cited in Calhoun & Tedeschi, 1998, p. 358)

I used this definition as a scaffold upon which co-researchers and I began to construct the

essence of personal transformation. When soliciting participants, the three-fold

dimensions of personal transformation (e.g. self, relationships and philosophy of life) as

described by Calhoun and Tedeschi (1998), were how I described the potential

transformative outcomes ofnature-based leisure experiences may have been encountered.

I communicated the idea ofpersonal transformation in this three-dimensional way, as it

was broad enough to not influence or unintentionally restructure the way in which a co-

researcher may construe their experience, but specific enough to allow them to recognize

whether or not they in fact have experienced what I was seeking to study. This concept

of self-identification of growth or transformation is a commonly accepted practice within

post-traumatic growth research and reflects the value of narrative understandings of self,

growth and transformation (Calhoun & Tedeschi).

Post-traumatic growth further informed this study in two broad and related ways.

As discussed earlier, post-traumatic growth is due to the structures and assumptions of a

person's world being shattered causing emotional, behaviour and cognitive discomfort

and disorientation. In consequence, social roles, relations with others, and sense of self

may be completely reshaped in the healing and recovery from the traumatic event. This

healing and reorganization of one's life can be understood as a significant experience of

growth - as personal transformation. This study, while concerned with positive

experiences, had the same basis for transformative experiences. Positive experiences
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such as nature-based leisure can also have this disorienting and change-motivating

dimension, it has simply been less common to examine positive experiences in this light.

Transformative Learning. Transformative learning is an approach to adult

education which values the potential for holistic development and transformation through

learning. From this perspective, learning is not simply the acquisition of information it is

a merging or integration of the experience of inner worlds of meaning-making, emotion

and tactic knowing and outer worlds of information and lived experiences (Dirkx,

Mezirow & Cranton, 2006; Kovan & Dirkx, 2005). As such, experiences are seen as a

form of learning, and learning as a way of shifting or expanding people's concept of self

and their world. Additionally, transformative learning theorist Mezirow stated that such

outcomes of shifted sense of self or world could be either "epochal or incremental"

(Dirkx, Mezirow & Cranton, 2006, p. 125). Furthermore, Mezirow believed that whether

the transformation was epochal or incremental, the context for said change usually

involved both objective and subjective reframing within a positive, supportive

environment (Dirkx, Mezirow & Cranton). Thus, the transformative learning concepts of

epochal or incremental growth, subjective and objective reframing, and the integration of

inner and outer worlds, were concepts which informed the experience of personal

transformation and the potential within contexts such as nature-based leisure.

Transformative learning's recognition of the dual potentials of epochal and

incremental transformation is similar to the humanistic perspective that movement

towards self-actualization may involve either intensive or progressive experiences of

development. Furthermore, non-normative and intensive experiences of development

have often been overshadowed by a focus on age-related growth, or they are
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contextualized within experiences of adversity (i.e. post traumatic growth). Thus,

transformative learning makes an important contribution to the understanding of personal

transformation by valuing these "epochal" or personally transformative experiences of

growth and development.

Transformative learning theory outlines two potential needs for transformative

learning to occur. It "may involve objective (often task-oriented) or subjective (often

self-reflective) reft-aming. Subjective reframing often requires the support of others, a

positive self-concept and freedom from intense anxiety" (Dirkx, Mezirow & Cranton,

2006, p. 125). Nature-based leisure is much like a transformative learning context, for it

is often an experience and activity which is outside of a person's usual routine and task

set (objective reframing) and it is also a time and experience which may foster self-

reflection (subjective reframing) (Dirkx, Mezirow & Cranton, 2006). Thus, a leisure

experience can be easily seen as an optimal situation for a transformative experience.

Transformative learning theory values more than what presents itself to people's

cognitive awareness. Emotion, tacit knowing and "inner work" are equally valued

dimensions of transformative learning (Kovan & Dirkx, 2004, p. 144). Transformative

learning theory moves beyond many traditional psychological and educational theories by

embracing "complex social, emotional, and spiritual processes involved in deep inner

work and the processes of transformative learning" (O' Sullivan et al., 2002, as cited in

Kovan & Dirkx, p. 144). This focus on "deep inner work" and ability for people to

experience personal transformation beyond a conscious process is in line with this study's

assumption that there is a tacit dimension to the ways by which people understand and

benefit from nature-based leisure experiences.
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Additionally, transformative learning points to the ability for a shift in one area,

such as gaining insight through informational knowledge, to impact a person's life

beyond the initial setting. In this way, the transformative learning perspective informs

the potential for a meaningful leisure encounter to inspire a change in a person that goes

beyond the specific experience.

Transformative learning contributes to the understanding of personal

transformation and the valuing of positive experiences in many ways. This study

embraced two dimensions of the transformative learning perspective. First, development

can be an experience that is either epochal or incremental, and second that learning and

growth is a holistic experience, impacting the person beyond the single learning event,

integrating all dimensions of the inner world with the experiences of the outer world.

Positive Psychology. Positive psychology moves away from the traditional

approach of understanding human behaviour from a perspective of deficit and

dysfiinction to looking at factors that contribute to well-being and thriving. Positive

psychology embraces the notion that "human beings have the potential for 'good,' and

that we are motivated to pursue a 'good life'" (Linley & Joseph, 2004, p. 714). Further, it

is believed that people are continually moving towards the fijll realization of their

potential and by doing so they "are truly living rather than merely existing" (Keyes &

Haidt, 2003, p. 6).

This ftill-realization of potential is sought through the exercising of one's

capacities by way of an ongoing search for contexts and experiences which foster

success, pleasure, increased self-awareness and capacity (Seligman, 2002). Additionally,

it is the individual's ability to make meaning of those experiences that lead to the t\ill-





Nature and Personal Transformation 29

realization of potential (Bomstein et al., 2003; Emmons, 2003). To make meaning of

one's life and experiences is intricately tied to the environment or context from which the

meaning evolved. For this reason there is a growing interest in the relationship between

environment and meaning-making (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2003). Within

positive psychology, the ultimate experience ofmeaning-making could be said to be

captured within the experience of a turning point, defined as moments of redirection and

reconsideration of one's self and one's life (Clausen, 1995; Wethington, 2003).

Just as experiences of adversity can act as catalysts for personal growth, so too

can positive engagements. Positive experiences enhance feelings of competence and self-

worth, they foster creative expression and personal authenticity (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990;

Seligman, 2003). Through affirmation of a person's worth and abilities, such experiences

may also provide a context for exploration and expansion of self-concept and worldview

(Kleiber, 1 999). Thus, positive experiences hold the potential for personally

transformative experiences by way ofmeaning making within an affirming and/or self-

expanding experience.

Within positive psychology, some scholars (Wethington, 2003) have taken to

discussing turningpoints as important experiences of development. Turning points, as

distinct experiences of development are gaining research attention because of their ability

to highlight not only positive coping characteristics but also positive contexts for change

(Clausen, 1995). Turning points are regarded much the same as this study's definition of

personal transformation, as "a major transformation in views about the self, identity, or

the meaning of life" (Wethington, p. 37). Although turning points are usually studied

within the context of age-related development and changes they are not limited to
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application in those contexts; "in fact, Clausen (1998) found that many of the most

enduring turning points were triggered by positive events" (Wethington, 2003, p. 40).

Clausen (1995) attributed the psychological growth of turning points to people's ability to

construct meaning from lived experiences. Consequently the preferred means for

studying turning points is through multiple in-depth interviews that elicit the narratives

that individuals construct around their experiences.

Meaning-making is a distinguishing quality and ability ofhumans; "people are

capable of actively forming goals, investing their attention selectively, and constructing

the meaning of their experience.... people a[re] active shapers as well as products of their

own experience..." (Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi, 2003, p. 84). Meaning making is of

central interest within positive psychology because meaning-making is linked to quality

of life, subjective well-being (Emmons, 2003) and self-awareness (Nakamura &

Csikszentmihalyi). Meaning-making is the manner by which all experiences come to

challenge or be incorporated into a person's life narrative, including a positive or

negative evaluation of self-concept and worldview. One of the dimensions of this

complex process ofmeaning-making is the relationship between a person and the

environment and more specifically, the way that a person experiences that environment

(Nakamura & Csikszentmihalyi). In this study, the focus is this veiy intersection of lived

experience and environment - the intersection of personal transformation and nature. By

seeking to better understand the intersection of personal transformation and nature-based

leisure, this study contributes to the growing body of literature dedicated to the ways in

which positive life experiences contribute to development and well-being.
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Leisure ; M '''
:'t.-^>r-/-:-:^ .r v,^ ::.,

Definition and Description

Leisure is a concept, a frame of mind, a pursuit, and word which eludes consensus

in its definition. In general terms for this study, leisure is understood as a context of

freedom where a person engages with a pursuit which is personally meaningful and truly

expressive of one's individuality or sense of self (Neulinger, 1981). It is a time free from

obligation and a mind-space of both focused engagement with the experience and

disengagement from the rest of one's life (Kleiber, 1999). As such, leisure can be best

imderstood within three framing concepts: time, activity, and experience.

Time. Leisure is a time when people experience freedom from the obligations,

responsibilities and expectations that structure their everyday lives. In western society,

time away from work is the most common association of what free time entails. Time

away from family however, can be an equally important aspect of true free time,

especially for women for whom leisure-type experiences with family, such as a day at the

beach may be experienced as another form ofwork (Henderson, Bialeschki, Shaw &

Freysinger, 1 999). Furthermore, in that time away from work, family or other

commitments the person must be free of feelings of guilt, anxiety or other feelings which

draw them emotionally and cognitively away from the experience itself (Kleiber, 1999).

Thus leisure, in its truest form is an expression and experience of perceived personal

freedom, almost regardless ofwhat the exact activity may be (Neulinger, 1981).

Activity. The possibilities for leisure activities are innumerable, from highly

physical, adrenaline inducing activities such as surfing or mountain biking, to quieter

activiUes such as knitting or gardening. People choose amongst these widely varying
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leisure possibilities based on varying needs and desires. For example a person may feel

the need for individual adventure or challenge; on the other hand, a person may desire

familiarity and social bonding. Furthermore a person may be driven by a need for escape

from everyday life, or the need to express ones talents (Iso-Ahola, 1 980; Kleiber, 1 999).

Depending on the needs and desires people are seeking to fulfil their choices will

vary along a continuum from a serious activity such as a club-team sport, or a free-

flowing and non-committal activity, or an exploratory first-time pursuit. Leisure activity

choices will also vary depending on a person's desire for socialization or autonomy. Yet

another dimension of the leisure experience is the environment or context. The work of

Kaplan and Kaplan (1989) and Minnegal (1996) attest to the impact of environment on

behaviour and the connection between environmental preference and social expectations

and social behaviour. Whether it is an active pursuit such as rock-climbing or swimming,

or a more contemplative or expressive activity such as reading or painting, these

experiences may be impacted by the setting, whether indoor or outdoor, done in a city-

setting or wilderness area.

Experience. The lived experience of leisure is multidimensional, involving

motivations, a sense of freedom, feelings of expressiveness, experience of pleasure,

changed perception of self and a change in overall perspective (Kleiber, 1999). Thus, the

experience of leisure is an important element to understand.

The experience of leisure is rooted in the perception of freedom as previously

discussed within the context of time. Freedom in the context of leisure refers to people's

feelings of having control over the parameters of their experience, as well as the

emotional and cognitive freedom from other stressors and responsibilities. This
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perceived freedom is central to the experience of leisure, allowing people to fiilly

experience their anticipated pleasure derived from an intrinsically motivated activity

(Kleiber, 1999). ^. ..-.
, . n -r. - .

In the words of Kleiber (1999), leisure is, "the combination of free time and the

expectation of preferred experience" (p. 3). This definition of leisure points to the .-- >:. J

foundational concept of intrinsic motivation. For if an activity is the result of a person

acting out of free will, without consfraint or coercion and with anticipation of an . . i

enjoyable or meaningful experience, then that person can be said to be intrinsically

motivated. Furthermore, intrinsic motivation is driven by the expectation of pleasure,

simple pleasure derived from engaging in the activity itself. it^^ >?,....

By outlining the framing concepts of leisure - time, activity, and experience - it is

easier to understand the value of nature-based leisure experiences and the transformative

potential that they hold. The positive outcomes of leisure stem from these framing

concepts, as the experience of leisure, as an intrinsically chosen activity that is in a time

separate from the rest of a persons life, sets the stage for not only an enjoyable

experience, but for an experience rich with developmentally unique potential. ; v '

Positive Outcomes ofLeisure

Just as the possibilities for leisure engagement are many and varied, so too are the

potential positive outcomes. Ibrahim and Cordes (2002), in their discussion of leisure

benefits, provided an exhaustive list of potential positive outcomes including: social

contact, relationships with nature, learning/discovery, reflection on personal values,

creativity, physical exercise, achievement, affiliation, cooperation, and nurturance,

among others. For the purpose of this study however, three areas of specific relevance to
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personal transformation and nature-based leisure will be discussed: Engagement and

Disengagement, Leisure and Development, and Leisure and Identity Formation. I chose

to highlight these three areas because they may be of central importance in explaining

how nature-based leisure experiences may set the stage for personal transformation.

Engagement and disengagement. Leisure as a frame ofmind is an experience and

space rich with potential for exploring one's self, one's social environment and other

possible ways ofbeing and perceiving the world and one's self This context ofpotential

is partly due to the somewhat dichotomous leisure concept of engagement and

disengagement (Kleiber, 1999). When people are participating in a leisure pursuit they

are engaged in that time, context and experience and in the same moment, they are

disengaged from their usual lives.

Engagement in a leisure experience can open up different ways of interacting with

the social and physical environment and can also result in a different way of experiencing

one's self (Kleiber, 1999). For example, people may begin to see themselves as a .\- •!

creative, expressive and relaxed group member within a knitting circle, while

simultaneously disengaging with their role of strict parent, identity of lawyer and lived

experience of life being ruled by the clock. The engagement with the leisure experience

provides an opportunity to explore one's self outside of the everyday experience, i •

The ways in which people experience leisure engagement will vary but often the

concept offlow is affiliated with leisure. A flow state is where people feel perfectly in

tune with their environment and activity, experiencing a harmonious balance between

personal challenge, enjoyment and satisfaction, and an intense state of engagement

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Usually a flow state is associated with more physical activities
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such as running but it could also occur with something less physical such as scrap-

booking. Although flow is a popular concept, leisure may also be an experience of

pause, a term coined by Rollo May (1981), where there is mindfiil appreciation and quiet

contemplation of what is and the freedom to wonder what could be. Within the leisure

context Kleiber (1999) suggested that "pause", an experience of relative and momentary

disengagement, is of developmental interest. Pause is an experience rich with

transformative potential, for as May (1981) explained it,

the person's life response no longer blindly follows stimulus. There

intervenes between the two our human imaginings, reflections,

considerations, ponderings. Pause is the prerequisite for wonder. When

we don't pause, when we are perpetually hurrying from one appointment

to another, from one "planned activity" to another, we sacrifice the

richness of wonder, (p. 167)

This pause may be an experience many Westerners lacked as many are time-strapped and

constantly tuned into the external world of television, email, and cell phones, busily

rushing from work to school to home and out running all the errands that keep a modem

Western life ticking. Accordingly, a leisure activity that promotes or fosters engagement

of a pause-type would be of value for those who otherwise don't pause, and thus may not

have an experience of "wonder". These concepts of "pause" and "wonder" are much like

the concepts discussed regarding personal transformation, of integrating inner and outer

worlds, ofbecoming self-aware and thus able to consider who one is, or one's place in

the world.





Nature and Personal Transformation 36

Leisure is a time, experience, and activity outside of a person's everyday life and

as such it is a time of disengagement from everyday experience. Responsibilities, social

roles, rules, time constraints, and other limiting and determining factors of a person's -

daily life experience may be absent from the leisure experience. This disengagement is

part of the resulting perception of freedom and control over the experience and the

anticipated outcome of pleasure, a state which Kleiber (1999) referred to as "relaxed

openness". This condition is said to have the potential to expand people's repertoire of

possibilities in defining themselves in their everyday life. Without disengagement,

people may remain clouded by the responsibilities and stressors of daily life and not be

fully open and able to engage in their activity of choice. Disengagement makes way for

fijll engagement and the expansion of the realm of possibilities for the ways in which

people can (re)create, renew or (re)discover the ways in which they experience their

world through leisure.

Leisure and development. Leisure is a context laden with developmental potential

and a space for the maximization and realization ofhuman potential. According to

Kleiber ( 1 999), leisure goes beyond providing people with pleasure and enjoyment,

giving them the space for the discovery of potential, the actualization of authentic self-

expression and a context for self-directed development. Kleiber also discusses four

specific ways in which leisure relates to development: derivative; adjustive; generative;

and maladaptive. Leisure may be a derivative of other developmental processes or

experiences; it may be adjustive, helping people to adapt to life pressures and events; it

could be generative of developmental change; or it may be maladaptive and hinder

development. The first three possibilities all hold potential for positive development
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helping people to adjust to new circumstances, grow through times of challenge and find

greater meaning and untapped potential in themselves and their lives. Of particular

interest in this research project was the notion of leisure as generative of developmental

change, for leisure experiences can provide opportunities to explore one's self, an

experience which may inspire or catalyze development (Kleiber).

Kleiber ( 1 999) stated that, "leisure offers conditions for optimizing human

development and self-actualization. This position is based on two premises: (1) that

leisure is a context of relative fi-eedom for self-expression; and (2) that development can

be at least partially self-directed" (p. 1 6). The first point is based on the idea that true

leisure is intrinsically motivated and thus the participant is within a chosen activity and

context, and feels to some extent that the activity is reflective of a value or interest. In a

similar vein, Kraus ( 1 984) said that leisure can provide an arena in which personal values

are shaped and thus a context in which an individual may reach their highest potential.

Flowing fi-om this concept, is Kleiber's second suggestion that leisure is then at least

partially self-directed, for if an activity is intrinsically motivated and engaged in within at

least a context of perceived fi-eedom then the activity must be self-directed to some

extent. Thus, any form of development resulting fi-om that leisure experience is arguably,

self-directed development.

Oftentimes development is seen mainly as an age-related process, an almost

automatic process that unfolds across the lifespan. Self-directed development however is

an overlooked and underappreciated phenomenon which relates closely to this study's

interest in personal transformation - a form of expedited development. The leisure

context is especially important for self-directed development, and Kleiber ( 1 999)





Nature and Personal Transformation 38

effectively discussed the work of the following psychologists in relation to the

developmental opportunities of leisure. Norma Haan said, "...development follows from

'curiosity and attempts to enhance life'" (as cited in Kleiber, 1999, p. 20). Curiosity is

what may inspire a person to explore a new leisure pursuit, and that pursuit may be what

Rolf Oerter called a nonnormative task, or what Brian Little called ?t. personalproject

(Kleiber). Nonnormative tasks and personal projects are experiences, activities and

learning opportunities which people choose of their own volition for various reasons but

which ultimately serve as developmental experiences. Whether people are interested in

acquiring new skills, joining a club, learning a new language or sport or simply taking

daily walks in a local park, their leisure activities can be understood as tasks or projects

that ultimately foster development.

The view of this research is that personal transformation is a form of

nonnormative development, as it is not age-related or necessarily associated with a

predictable developmental progression. Furthermore, leisure as a known space for

nonnormative development, and nature as a pause-inducing environment, come together

to suggest that nature-based leisure experiences may provide a context for non-normative

development of a reflective and wonder-producing kind.

Leisure and identityformation. Leisure provides a framework for engaging with

a new context and thus, possibly also with a different experience of self due to the

shedding of the roles, responsibilities and other defining factors associated with everyday

life. In this way, leisure is a space for the exploration of self, creative discovery and

enactment, and the (re)formation of identity. In Kleiber' s (1999) words, "It is reasonable

to expect that identifying one's interests and following them with enthusiasm would have
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an important place in both self-definition and self-development" (p. 93). The following

discussion of such development will follow the framing concepts of self-awareness, self-

expression, and identity congruence.

Leisure is an intrinsically motivated activity which is, in some way, a reflection or

expression of a person's current sense of self, or idealized sense of self By engaging in a

personally expressive, intrinsically motivated leisure activity, people are able explore

their interests and thus (re)discover and (re)define their identity (Kleiber, 1 999). A

leisure experience may provide the opportunity for a teenager to be an autonomous

individual, for an accountant to be expressive and creative, or for a timid person to take

on a leadership position. Through leisure, people may have the opportunity to play with

roles, social dynamics, interests, and may even discover capacities or gifts of which they

were not aware. The expansion of interests and roles through leisure is one way in which

people may expand and complexify their self-understanding and self-definition.

Furthermore, people increase their self-awareness of an authentic self through

experimenting with activides and then discovering something that is personally

meaningfial and expressive. This increase in authentic self-awareness is a critical step in

identity (re)formation (Kleiber, 1 999). is^ -^

Self-expression is a natural outcome of intrinsic motivation. For when an activity

is pursued for the sake of the activity itself then the person is assumed to believe that the

activity is in some way representative of his/her sense of self. Unfortunately for many

people in their day to day lives, opportunities for self-expression are few. Leisure,

however, offers a space for exploring one's interests and discovering and expressing

talents and abilities that are personally valued and meaningful. Self-expression is a





Nature and Personal Transformation 40

cornerstone of identity formation, for without expression of one's true self, there is only a

faQadeofaself(Kleiber, 1999).

If leisure offers a space for the discovery and enactment of an authentic self then

there may be gap between peoples' sense of self within leisure (e.g. a musician) and in

their everyday lives (e.g. a father and janitor). It is important for people to integrate their

various experiences of self for them to become a true part of their identity, called identity

congruence (Kleiber, 1999). If this is achieved then these complexifying dimensions of

self can be understood as "one's characteristics. . .organized into a unitary self (Kleiber,

1999, p. 96). This is of course an ideal outcome, however there are sometimes conflicts

between these characteristics and the roles or values related to them, but it is necessary to

bring them into alignment in order to achieve a stable sense of identity (Kleiber).

Leisure may be an ideal context for identity development. Leisure as a context of

perceived freedom, allows people to feel free to explore, discover and integrate new and

different dimensions of selfwhich may become authentic characteristics of identity. The

discovery and expression of selfmay be experienced as a personal transformation, an

"ah-ha" moment. Such a moment is discussed by Waterman (1990, 1993) within the

concept ofpersonal expressiveness. Waterman highlights the importance for people to

participate in experiences that are personally expressive and that reaffirm their sense that

that "this is who I really am".

With the foundational components of leisure outlined, it is now important to turn

to the context or setting of leisure, which in the case of this research, was nature. As

discussed above, there are many factors which contribute to a meaningful and
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developmentally relevant leisure experience, and as such it is time to turn to another

imf)ortant dimension of leisure, the lived context.

Nature - An Environment and Context

When people think of nature, there are a wide variety of possibilities ofwhat they

imagine, the language they would use to describe it, and the degree of (dis)connection

they feel towards that place or idea. The natural environment is an essential component

of nature-based leisure and a complex place and "thing" to study. For this reason it is

important to consider the factors that may impact on people's experience of nature-based

leisure in terms of their cultural and historical notions of what nature is and how we relate

to "it".

There seems to be a continuum of possibilities in terms ofhow people relate to

nature from extreme discomfort and disgust on one end, to a feeling of oneness and awe

at the other. Where people fall on that continuum is at least partly based on their comfort

levels and abilities to be in any given environment (Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989). Within the

literature on outdoor recreation, we mainly hear of people's aesthetic enjoyment of nature

and joy in encountering wild spaces. However, it needs to be acknowledged that for

some people, nature evokes fear, disgust and discomfort (Bixler & Floyd, 1997). .

-

Although not all people experience joy and comfort in wild spaces, what Kaplan and

Kaplan found was that in general, people do have a desire for natural settings over

industrialized ones. Of course there is great variation from person to person in what that

desire for nature means exactly. Clearly then generalizations cannot be made about all

people's experiences with and relationships to the natural environment. What is common

however to almost all people in Western society is that we live in cities of asphalt and
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concrete buildings and as such, being removed from these structures, conveniences and

associated ways of life during nature-based leisure may make for a significant shift in our

lived experience.

Unique Context

Nature and especially a wilderness type of environment provide a unique context

for people to engage in leisure. It is well documented that the setting, context or

environment of leisure has a significant impact on outcomes and experiences

(Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999; Neulinger, 1981).

The wilderness or natural environment does not provide a contextually "clean

slate" in terms of social roles and the expectations of self and other, but like the leisure

context, it does seem to provide a break or disengagement from an individuals' usual

roles, responsibilities, and assumptions about self and other (Hogan, 1992). Time with

nature may take the usual experience of disengagement one step further than other leisure

experiences as the environment itself is in such stark contrast to the average person's

everyday life. The environment, social structure, self-expectations, mode of travel,

means of survival, closeness to the natural world and pace of life are all quite different in

the backcountry. Those aspects may have a significant impact on a person's experience.

A common thread amongst participant accounts of the nature context is that there is

something beyond description, "...there was something 'different' about being out in

nature..." (Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999, p. 31).

An introductory note by Mike Clelland in the beginning pages of a technical book

about backpacking (O'Bannon & Clelland, 2001) revealed this concept of the uniquely

desirable context of nature and it's tacitly known latent potential. Clelland wrote.





Nature and Personal Transformation 43

Why go into the wilderness? The natural world can be hard work,

frustrating, and uncomfortable. . .but we go nonetheless. What pulls us

there, to a place that we sometimes perceive as unwelcoming? For me,

and maybe you too, there is a very real tugging at the soul, a deep-

rooted desire to find something, to achieve something... a metaphysical

fix of sort.

The oppressive influences of our modem society keep many of

us from being our real selves. We continually react not to Mother

Nature, but to Mother Culture, and we take on identities and

personalities not our own. But when we step into the wilderness, we

temporarily liberate ourselves from those influences. There is a very

real value to time spent in the wilderness. Perhaps we can begin to

discover a little more about our real selves. Maybe we'll get some

reassurance that there is something behind it all, and that it's

good In the backcountry, you are surrounded not by nothing, but by

lots and lots of something, an amazing variety of inter-locking

everything! (p. v)

The last point made by Clelland (O'Bannon & Clelland, 2001) reflects an

increased awareness and appreciation of the natural world. This mirrors findings by

McDonald and Schreyer (1991) who found that outdoor experiences seem to create a

unique state of consciousness, marked by a heightened sensory acuity. The importance

of this unique state of consciousness lies not just in the increased ability to tune into the

environment but also to tune into one's self An increased awareness of self and
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environment may naturally position a person for a meaning-making, pause-like

experience. These heightened senses are also linked to concepts of flow and peak

experiences, perhaps suggesting that there is an increased potential for those experiences

in nature (Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999). Thus, it seems that natural environments and

experiences in nature may hold great potential for transformative experiences by way of a

heightened awareness and reflective frame of mind.

Positive Outcomes

Experiences in nature are unique to the specific environment, group dynamic or

solo experience, method of travel, expectations, programming, comfort level, weather

and any number of other factors. However, one thing that can be counted on is the multi-

faceted way in which the experience may impact upon an individual. An excerpt from

Ibrahim and Cordes (2002), demonstrates this concept:

Simply embarking on a journey may somehow signal newfound freedom,

a liberation of spirit, an openness, and a willingness to experience

(Leshner, 2001 : 27). Inspired and with insights deepened, one is more at

peace. As one backpacker expressed it, "You walk, eat, sit, sleep. And

when you've covered some miles, you realize you've learned as much

about yourself as about the land you've crossed - and that what you've

explored has been the geography of the soul. You may learn that Walt

Whitman was right when he said, 'Now I see the secret ofmaking the best

persons. It is to grow in the open air and to eat and sleep with the earth!'"

(Temple, 1990: 42). (pp. 28-29)
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For this study, it is the developmental outcomes of learning (deeply) about one's self in

parallel with one's environment that are of the greatest interest, however physical and

other psychological benefits will also be briefly discussed.

Psychological and developmental. There are a number of psychological,

emotional and developmental benefits to leisure experiences in nature. Benefits of this

kind may range fi-om the deeply personal and conceptually transformative to social

experiences of simple enjoyment and fiin.

Experiences in nature may foster increased self-esteem and self-confidence and

also challenge gendered notions of ability and strength (Caulkins, White, & Russell,

2006; McDermott, 2004; Whittington, 2006). These experiences may also help people to

relax, learn to appreciate their surroundings, and to savour time for quiet reflection. Time

in nature can be a fime of adventure and confidence building or an experience of calm

contemplation and stress reduction (Roper-Starch, 1 999). Further, these experiences can

be engagements of meaningfial social interaction, for in removing people fi-om their usual

environments, opportunities for sharing, cooperation, and bonding are increased (Jensen

& Guthrie, 2006). All of these benefits can be experienced by people of all ages and

developmental stages. Children must not be forgotten in this realm of benefits, as

opportunities for social and personal learning in this natural environment are equally

valuable, although currently undervalued (Bixler & Floyd 1997; Gillespie & Kalinowski,

2006; Louv, 2005).

Physical. Most leisure that takes place in a natural setting or in the backcountry,

involves some degree of physical engagement; this however, can vary fi-om the high risk,

high physical demand of alpine mountaineering to flat-water canoeing on a small lake.
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Outdoor recreation literature mainly focuses on the more intensive physical experiences

and less on the more moderate activities such as birding or landscape painting.

Regardless, since most people live in cities, simply being in nature may require more

physical activity than people would otherwise engage in. This increase in physical

activity is well documented to bring about a wide-range of benefits.

Physical activities such as paddling, walking or climbing are all good ways to

increase cardiovascular fitness and improve strength. However, what is often overlooked

is that nature-based leisure can also offer opportunities for physical rest, stress reduction

and lessened physical pressures (Brown, 1981). In addition, the natural environment itself

is known to reduce blood pressure and muscle tension (Ulrich et al., 1991) and to

promote recovery fi-om illness (Bixler & Floyd, 1 997).

For some, physical challenge in nature-based leisure lead to more than increases

in physical capacity:

...many of the participants claimed to have experienced a reawakening to

their physical capabilities and a renewed sense of their bodies. Several

found that once they overcame the psychological uncertainties they had

about their physical abilities, and simply engaged themselves more fully in

the challenge at hand, many were left with a sense of deep

accomplishment, which invariably bolstered their self-confidence and self-

esteem. (Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999, p. 33)

Thus, the physical benefits may also be intricately tied up in people's holistic view and

experience of self, resulting in an improvement in their whole being and not simply their

physical bodies. Caulkins et al. (2006), studying troubled women, found that demanding
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physical work contributed to increases in feelings of competence. Additionally,

Whittington (2006), in her study of female adolescents, and McDermott (2004), in her

study of adult women "canoe-trippers", found that physical challenge and accompanying

feelings of strength, competence and determination, resulted in reconsiderations of

oppressive assumptions of femininity, allowing them to reclaim their physicality,

"That trip, I came back and it had changed me." Questioned as to how it

changed her, Laura replied: "It exploded my perception ofmyself as

weak. ... It instilled a sense of confidence in my physical capabilities. It

was the connection between the mind and the body." (McDermott, p.

292)

Although most of these studies focus on women's experiences of physicality, it is thought

that men would also identify the physical challenges as being a significant part of the

experience (McDermott).

Connection to nature. There is something special about a natural environment,

something that attracts and mystifies, something that overwhelms senses, and expands

possibility and creativity. Even though most Westerners feel disconnected from nature, it

is still an environment many seek for solace and renewal or creative inspiration. "Nature

is a philosophical, psychological, scientific, economic, aesthetic, and recreational

resource, and the great outdoors, as a spiritual resource, works on the recreationist's soul"

(Ibrahim & Cordes, 2002, p. 30).

Aristotle suggested that the highest form of leisure experience was contemplation,

(Ibrahim & Cordes, 2002; Kleiber, 1999) - a time to reflect on one's life and self and the

workings and connections of the world. Contemporary leisure researchers agree with this
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idea. Jensen and Guthrie (2006) praised the opportunities for meditation and

contemplation that leisure and nature provide and the resulting benefits,

It offers time for a vision of life separate from work and daily chores. In

turn, spiritual involvement during leisure can lead to higher thought and

feelings and to real joy. . ..This often occurs in nature, when one's

involvement provides more than a physical form of recreation. It allows

attainment of a spiritual level of oneness with the environment, (p. 41) >

Duenkel and Pratt (2001) viewed spiritual experiences in nature as a space where

individuals are often able to "listen to, interact with, and deeply feel the presence of other

beings much more clearly than before" (p. 1 0).

In modem Western society, time for slowing down and contemplating one's life

and world is generally not a cultural value. The pace and values of this lifestyle demand

that people keep moving and working, keep "doing" instead of pausing, and

contemplating, as suggested by May (1981). Experiences in and with nature tend to offer

time for quiet contemplation and space for experiencing a sense of connection to

something greater than one's self. The benefits of a nature-based experience can extend

into a person's everyday life, "...direct contact with nature inspired many participants to

... to 'get in touch', as one participant stated, with more important spiritual matters"

(Fredrickson & Anderson, 1999, p. 31).

Reflecting, contemplating and experiencing a sense of connection and awareness

beyond the self are invaluable experiences. As Duenkel and Pratt (2001) described, "It is

virtually impossible to fiilly know the Self until we know the Other: who and what share

the planet with us" (p. 9). For if self-awareness is valued in our culture, then knowing
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nature and experiencing a connection to nature (as Other) and all things beyond the self is

a necessary experience. As such, whether one is "spiritual" or not, to have the experience

of being in nature, is to have the opportunity to experience a sense of connection to all

living things, which can expand one's conception of this world and of his/her self within

it (Jensen & Guthrie, 2006). Kaplan and Kaplan (1989) were impressed by the depth of

spiritual impact that they found when reviewing wilderness research.

Clearly, leisure experiences in natural environments hold multi-dimensional

possibilities for positive outcomes in terms ofhuman development. The unique context

and environment of nature appear to hold a little understood potential and inspiration for

people, ushering them to look beyond their usual conceptions of self and reality, to pause,

appreciate and reconsider. However, just as not all leisure is equal, not all experiences in

nature are the same and much of the previous discussion is based on activities that are

physically demanding and more of a flow type of experience. Pause inducing activities

and less physically demanding experiences have been less of a focus of outdoor

recreation research and literature and for that reason 1 have moved away from a

discussion of outdoor recreation and adopted the more purposefully inclusive term of

nature-based leisure.

Nature-Based Leisure

Just about anyone who has ever taken a walk in a forest, hiked a mountain path,

floated down a river or read a book under a tree, will tell you that there is a special

quality to time with nature, a quality which almost eludes description. Until recently, the

value of nature - beyond economic terms - has not been given significant thought or

recognition in North America (Suzuki & McConnell, 1997). The role of nature in terms
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ofhuman development and life experience has been given even less consideration. Over

the last two decades however, there has been a significant growth in literature

documenting the value of experiences in nature, in terms of healing, development,

adventure and education (Bums, 2005; Kaplan & Kaplan, 1989; Lloyd & Little, 2005;

Louv, 2005; Williams & Harvey, 2001).

What It Is

I have adopted the term nature-based leisure in order to be more inclusive of the

wide variety of ways of interacting with and participating nature-based activities. This

term does not have a formal pre-conceived definition and so in the following paragraphs

will discuss the nuances ofmy construction ofnature-based leisure and how I intended

for this terminology to be understood and applied.

Nature-based leisure is about bringing together the state of mind, and experience

of leisure within the unique environment and context of nature. Nature-based leisure is

about partaking in an endeavour for the equal purposes of interacting with the

environment and context of nature, as well as participating in a desired activity or

pastime. 1 have chosen to use the term nature-based leisure for the purpose of

distinguishing it fi-om outdoor recreation, which is often associated with specific

experiences and activities such as canoeing or rock-climbing, leaving little room for

alternative leisure experiences with nature.

Traditionally outdoor recreation research has centered on just that - recreation.

The difference between a focus on recreation and on leisure is the lack of focus on the

activity and concern with the state ofmind of the participant (Ibrahim & Cordes, 2002).

As stated by Kleiber (1999), leisure pursuits can range fi-om intensive to relaxed,
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connected to detached, or even from challenging to tranquil, and most importantly leisure

is a context of relative freedom with the expectation of preferred experience. In practice

however, outdoor recreation seems to have focused on a selection of specific activities

and has somewhat neglected to embrace the full breadth of potential within the nature-

based leisure context. There are a selection of activities £ind outcomes that are commonly

associated with outdoor recreation and which tend to overshadow other activity and

experience possibilities that can occur within this leisure context. For example, rock-

climbing, wilderness backpacking, voyageur-inspired canoe trips and other such

challenge, risk and adventure related activities are the dominant activities of study. Other

leisure activities done within nature such as walking meditation, yoga, or painting are

underrepresented within outdoor recreation literature and programming. Thus, by using

the term nature-based leisure, I aim to purposefijlly open-up the realm of nature-based

possibilities in order to be more inclusive of the range of possible experiences and

activities.

Another reason for avoiding the term outdoor recreation is that it often invokes

images of the dominant male model of tripping known as the heroic quest:

. . . The participant undergoes a real life experience in the wilderness that

parallels the mythical quest of the hero. The student hears a call to

adventure, leaves home, encounters dragons on the way and slays them,

reflects on his conquest, and returns home as a hero with a clearer

understanding of himself (Warren, 1985, p. 14)

There are complex gender issues at play with concepts such as the heroic quest, and

although models such as that serve a certain purpose, this research seeks to be more
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inclusive and all-encompassing in what are deemed valid and worthy experiences with

nature. Many researchers in the area of nature-based leisure pursuits have identified this

as an issue (e.g., Henderson et al., 1999; Humberstone, 1998; Warren, 1996) and Hogan

(1992) said that it is less developmentally engaging to approach nature as an opponent.

Again, outdoor recreation is currently steeped in these sorts of practices and for this

reason I aim to move away from that approach by using the term nature-based leisure. In

using this term, I, like McDermott (2004) believe in and seek to honour nature as a great

teacher and developmentally inspiring place without the addition of challenges and

stressors (Henderson, 2001).

Finally, nature-based leisure terminology, with it's openness to the full gamut of

activities, acknowledges the spectrum of experiences of engagement from a flow state

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), to a pause state (May, 1981), and their respective benefits.

Flow within nature-based pursuits is more often associated with physical endeavours and

the participant's preoccupation with what is immediately at hand. As demonstrated by

the women's experience of physicality and how that shifted their sense of self, a

physically-related experience of flow can also be challenging to a person's views and

thus developmentally engaging (McDermott, 2004). A. pause state, on the other hand,

where a person is not preoccupied but instead is able to muse, be open, and reflect, may

by its nature be developmentally productive in the movement toward self-actualization.

For an experience of pause is an experience of being mindfiilly present while also

becoming more acutely aware. Both pause and flow states are possible within the

reaches of nature-based leisure and are both important lived experiences as they each

hold different but valuable developmental potential for different individuals. Nature-
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based leisure is a unique context and environment which seems to foster unique

experiences of development across a diversity of activities and modes of engagement,

and by embracing that diversity, this study seeks to better understand the intersection of

this diversity with nature-based leisure.

The purpose of this research endeavour was to discover the essence ofthe

intersection ofpersonal transformation and nature-based leisure. Although much is

known about each dimension independently (nature, leisure and personal transformation),

the intricacies of the intersection have yet to be fully understood. Thus, the culmination

of this heuristic project is a rich and detailed account of this otherwise tacit phenomenon

- the intersection of personal transformation and nature-based leisure. By describing the

essence of nature-based leisure and personal transformation this research contributes not

only to ftirther understanding of the independent elements but also this unique

intersection.
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CHAPTER 3

As previously outlined in Chapter 1, the purpose of this study was to qualitatively

examine the lived experience of the intersection of personal transformation and nature-

based leisure. This study focused on the experiences of individuals who self-reported to

have been personally transformed, or changed in some meaningful way, and who

attributed this transformation to a nature-based leisure experience. By interviewing those

who have experienced this phenomenon, this research sought to elicit the nuances of this

phenomenon. 1 was not simply seeking to understand the lived experience of personal

transformation, but to bring together the thoughts, perceptions, reflections and

experiences of feeling transformed in conjunction with a place called nature and a mind-

space called leisure. I was seeking to gather narratives of experiences ofhow nature-

based leisure has served as a context for personal transformation in order to "call out" the

details of that lived dynamic. Put simply, this research was about the lived and

experienced intersection of leisure, nature, and personal transformation.

This research was undertaken as a qualitative heuristic study because I, the

primary co-researcher had personal experience with the phenomenon of being personally

transformed or changed in some meaningful way as a result of a nature-based experience.

Thus, I also had an interest in talking with others in order to illuminate the essence of

experiencing personal transformation within nature-based leisure. In general, the

approach for a heuristic study is to ask: "What is my experience of this phenomenon and

the essential experience of others who also experience this phenomenon intensely?"

(Patton, 2002, p. 107). As such, heuristics was an appropriate methodology for this study

because it values the tacit knowledge of the researcher - placing myself within the study
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- while also bringing together others who have also experienced this phenomenon in

order to elucidate the experience beyond individual tacit knowledge. The following

discussion will outline the methodological details of this study.

A Qualitative Approach

When people think of research, they often think of number-crunching and fitting

experiences or findings into categories. This type of thinking about research falls into a

positivistic quantitative framework - a traditional scientific approach to research which

often seeks to quantify why something happens (Patton, 2002). In this positivistic type of

research, the primary co-researcher ideally takes an objective position, situating herself or

himself and his/her experiences, influences, biases and understandings outside of the

research (Patton). This project however, did not fit within this positivist, objective,

quantified approach. This project was about understanding how I, the primary co-

researcher, and the participants or co-researchers^ feel about, describe, and understand

our lived experiences of this phenomenon. I was seeking to gather rich, in-depth, thick

descriptions to give the reader a comprehensive picture of the situation from which the

findings have come. By providing such description, the reader will be able to decide for

themselves, as to whether the findings are applicable to their own specific situation

(Creswell, 1 998; Cuba, 1981; Patton, 2002). This kind of description also serves to

illuminate and honour individuals' experiences and perspectives as stand-alone findings.

As such, this research project falls within the reaches of qualitative research.

If'Co-Researcher" is simply the heuristic name given to a participant. This name is meant to demonstrate

the value placed on the individual's tacit knowledge.
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Qualitative research seeks to understand how people describe and experience their

world by gathering rich, detailed accounts from within natural settings (Creswell, 1998;

Patton, 2002). In the words of Denzin and Lincoln ( 1 994),

Qualitative research is multimethod in focus, involving an interpretive

naturalistic approach to its subject matter. This means that qualitative

researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense

of or interpret phenomenon in terms of the meanings people bring to i-i-

them" (p. 2).

According to Creswell ( 1 998) ,
qualitative research is usually undertaken because

of eight points: there is a "how" or "what" to be answered; exploration and theory ;

development is needed; a detailed understanding is sought; it takes place within a natural

setting; there is a desire to communicate findings in a literary or narrative style; there is

time and necessity for extensive and involved data collection; the researcher is

comfortable with an active role, and being an active learner; and finally because the

audience, whether by way ofjournals or supervisors, are open to this type of research.

Additionally, Moustakas (1990) outlined characteristics of heuristic research

which overlap with and complement Creswell 's qualitative characteristics. Heuristic

research is first and foremost, concerned with the quality and essence of an experience,

not causal relationships. It asks for the researcher to become personally involved and to

actively participate in the discovery process and to share those findings through thick

description and creative synthesis (Moustakas).

This study of nature-based leisure and personal transformation fell well within the

characteristics of qualitative research. This research used a naturalistic approach to
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gather rich descriptions of the essence of the phenomenon. Furthermore, due to the

nature of the topic, it involved intensive data collection and an ongoing process of

discovery ofmy own understanding of the phenomenon. Lastly, within the academic

arenas of leisure and outdoor recreation, there is an acceptance and valuing ofthe

knowledge gained from qualitative research as well as an acknowledged place for

descriptive narrative writing (Dupuis, 1999).

Qualitative research has commonly been used within outdoor recreation and

leisure literature (Dupuis, 1999; Henderson, 1991; Henderson & Bialeschki, 2005;

Humberstone, Brown, & Richards, 2003; Samdahl, 1999). Qualitative methods have

helped leisure and outdoor recreation researchers and practitioners gain awareness as to

how people have experienced various activities and settings (Haluza-Delay, 2001; 'li--

McDermott, 2004; Stokowski, 2002), derive meaning and development from activities

(Luckner & Nadler, 1995; Sibthorp, 2003), and ultimately gained a richer understanding

ofthe value of leisure and outdoor recreation (Lloyd & Little, 2005).
'

ii

Heuristics

The foundation of heuristics lies in tacit knowing (Moustakas, 1990; Patton, 2002;

Sela-Smith, 2002). Tacit knowledge is that which is understood without being openly

expressed - it is implied understanding. Polanyi in his 1966 book The Tacit Dimension,

discussed at length the idea that we can know more than we can tell. Sela-Smith (2002)

most eloquently described tacit knowledge in the following way: -
't^' ;.
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:

The tacit dimension of personal knowledge is that internal place where

experience, feeling, and meaning join together to form both a picture ofthe

world and a way to navigate that world. Tacit knowledge is a continually
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growing, multileveled, deep-structural organization that exists for the most

part outside ofordinary awareness and is the foundation on which all other

knowledge stands. This deep dimension of knowledge is under construction

each time a new experience is introduced. The individual constantly

compares the outer world with the inner knowledge base to evaluate and to

determine what it is that is being experienced, (p. 60)

It is this very tacit knowing that heuristics seeks to illuminate by allowing "...one to

sense the unity or wholeness of something from an understanding of the individual

qualities or parts" (Moustakas, 1990, p. 21).

Personal transformation and experiences in and with nature are of the tacit-genre

of knowledge. One might understand and relate to a sense of change, or find intelligible

an expression of "being renewed". However, the details of experiencing transformation

and what it is to experience that through or with nature, is a holistically engaging

encounter which is not easily communicated. In seeking to describe this dynamic holistic

knowledge, the heuristic method is deliberate in revealing this tacit knowledge, to call out

emotion, feeling and meaning.

The heuristic method comes out of the phenomenological tradition and has many

similarities to phenomenology, but there are also important distinctions. The foundational

interests of both heuristics and phenomenology are in the lived experience of a given

phenomenon (Creswell, 1998; Moustakas, 1994; Patton, 2002; van Manen, 1997). In the

words of van Manen,

Anything that presents itself to consciousness is potentially of interest to

phenomenology, whether the object is real or imagined, empirically
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measurable or subjectively felt. . .Consciousness is always transitive. To be

conscious is to be aware, in some sense, of some aspect of the world. And

thus phenomenology is keenly interested in the significant world of the

human being. ( p. 9)

In this way, heuristics borrows its foundations from phenomenology, a dedication to the

understanding ofhow humans consciously experience their world. Furthermore,

heuristics utilizes the phenomenological focus and terminology ofphenomenon: "for that

which makes a some-'thing' what it is - and without which it could not be what it is"

(Hursserl, 1982; Merleau-Ponty, 1962, cited in van Manen, 1997, p. 10). This way of

knowing and understanding through exploration of a phenomenon is a valued tool and

perspective in leisure research (Dupuis, 1999; Watkins, 2000). These foundational

similarities are important to note, however the heuristic method breaks fi-om

phenomenology in the approach to studying a phenomenon.

Moustakas (1994) provided a clear distillation of the combined similarities and

differences of heuristics and phenomenology in the following excerpt from his book

Phenomenological Research Methods. This excerpt details the differences of study

design, researcher and participation positioning and data analysis:

1 . Whereas the [phenomenological] studies focus on a situation in which

the experience investigated occurs, heuristic research is a wide open

investigation in which typically the research participant widely and

deeply explores the phenomenon. Rarely is only one example or

situation used to depict the research participants' experience.
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2. Whereas in [phenomenological] studies the research seeks descriptions

of experience, in heuristics the research, in addition to narrative

descriptions, seeks to obtain self-dialogues, stories, poems, artwork,

journals and diaries and other personal documents that depict the

experience.

3. Whereas the [phenomenological] studies seek to construct structures of

the experience, heuristic research aims toward composite depictions

that remain close to the individual stories rather than elucidating

situational structural dynamics. Heuristic investigations culminate in a

creative synthesis. [Phenomenological] studies end with a general

structural description.

4. Whereas in [phenomenological] studies, the individual co-researchers

disappear in the process of interpretation and structural analysis, in

heuristics the research participants remain visible in the examination

of the data and especially in the individual portraits they continue to be

portrayed as whole persons, (p. 18-19)

An additional distinguishing factor is the situatedness of the researcher.

Heuristics begins with a phenomenon that the primary co-researcher (researcher) has

experienced and is passionate about understanding, whereas in phenomenology, this is

not a necessity. As outlined by Patton (2002), the central research questions of these two

approaches demonstrate this difference. For heuristics the question is: "What is my

experience of this phenomenon and the essential experience of others who also

experience this phenomenon intensely?" (p. 1 07). For phenomenology the question is
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"What is the meaning, structure, and essence of the Hved experience of this phenomenon

for this person or group of people" (p. 107).

This explicitly personal starting point for inquiry is not a commonly employed

approach to research. Moustakas (1990) however, argued that, "with virtually every

question that matters personally there is also a social - and perhaps universal -

significance" (p. 1 5). For this research I was searching for the essence of personal

transformation within nature-based encounters for two reasons. First, 1 recognized the

limitations of searching to understand my own experiences in isolation, and second, this

lived experience had yet to be made intelligible within an academic context. I believed

that both my own and others' personal experiences of this phenomenon would have a

valuable place within the academic literature as contributing to the larger understanding

ofhuman experiences. As eloquently stated by Moustakas (1990),

The power of heuristics is in its recognition of the significance of self-

searching and the value ofpersonal knowledge as essential requirements
f

for the understanding ofcommon human experiences. There is no

substitute for direct, comprehensive, accurate first-person accounts of

experience, for the importance of self-inquiry and self-dialogue in

\ 'r-v.:

discovering the nature and meaning of one's own experience and that of

others, (p. 90)

The search for understanding is not simply a search for self-understanding, but a

search to illuminate the essence of an experience for many. The findings of this research

were not expected to be generalizeable, but instead provide a thick description of the

phenomenon, as experienced by the co-researchers. The value of this kind of in-depth.
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detailed description lies in gaining a more thorough understanding of the value and

potential of experiences in nature and how those experiences have proven to be especially

moving and meaningful for the co-researchers of this study. Programmers and

practitioners in environmental education, outdoor recreation and education, adventure

education, and therapeutic recreation may benefit from this knowledge, as it will give

them additional insight into the (potential) experience of future participants, and perhaps

ways in which meaning-making and growth can be inspired.

The Research Project

The objective of this research was to bring together a rich description of the

essence of the intersection of nature-based leisure and personal transformation. As

discussed in Chapter 2, there are many ways of defining and discussing nature, leisure,

and transformation. These varying perspectives were not of great concern at the outset of

this study, as it was the experiences, feelings, perceptions and tacit knowing of the co-

researchers which ultimately informed the defining qualities of this phenomenon.

Research Questions

The formation of the central research question was guided by heuristic methods,

focusing on the co-researchers' descriptions and understanding of their experience of the

phenomenon. The sub-questions were constructed with the intention of assisting in

focusing the direction of the research objective.

Central Research Question:

What is the essence of the intersection of personal transformation and nature-

based leisure?

Sub-Questions:

1

.

How do people describe the experience of personal transformation?

2. How do people describe the significance of nature in personal transformation?
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3. How do people describe the immediate and day-to-day impact of their

transformation?

Design Strategies - Naturalistic, Empathetic, Constructivist, Reflexive

Naturalistic inquiry. Due to the nature of the phenomenon and the methods, I

employed naturalistic inquiry, for I was not "testing" but simply paying witness to the

outcome of co-researchers' descriptions of the phenomenon. I exercised, being with

(Moustakas, 1995), a practice ofbeing present as my own person in relation to the other

co-researchers, bringing my own knowledge, perspective and experiences into the

relationship while also listening paying witness to co-researchers' feelings, thoughts,

perspectives and experiences. To be with was employed both in relation to the interviews

and the resulting texts. As stated by Creswell (1998), "the researcher builds a complex,

holistic picture, analyzes words, reports detailed views of informants, and conducts the

study in a natural setting" (p. 1 5). My goals were to obtain details of meaning,

perspective, and feeling by simply asking questions, sharing, and allowing the co-

researchers to guide me through their experiences without any influence of device or

manipulation on my part.

Empathic neutrality. In order to effectively and ethically engage a co-researcher

in a dialogue about a personal phenomenon that we have both experienced, I carefiilly

attended to the position oi empathetic neutrality. As described by Patton (2002),

empathic neutrality is "a middle ground between becoming too involved, which can

cloud judgement, and remaining too distant, which can reduce understanding" (2002, p.

50). Moustakas (1990) also discussed the need for an empathic approach; he emphasized

"being open to oneself and to the co-researcher" (p. 48).
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I was very cognizant ofmy reactions to co-researchers' stories and experiences

and tried to be equal in showing interest in their experiences and perspectives that were

either similar or different from my own. I often found myself using more, and probing

questions to understand experiences that were different from mine, showing genuine

interest and enthusiasm in co-researchers' unique experiences. When we had a shared

experience I usually offered a story ofmy own experience in order to demonstrate

understanding and interest; this usually inspired ftirther sharing. Sometimes however, I

would offer a story ofmy own even if it was different from another co-researcher's

experience. 1 did this because I found that asking clarifying question after clarifying

question sometimes undermined co-researchers' willingness to share. By offering my

own, although differing perspective and story, I gave co-researcher's the opportunity to
*

question/reject my perspective and to fiarther clarify their position, experience and

understanding without my probing or prompting. I had to be constantly aware of the flow

of conversation and question my desire to question or share and consider (in-the-moment)

whether my action would encourage fiirther sharing, distract from the topic, undermine

the co-researcher. It was necessary for me to be continually aware of the reasoning and

purpose of the ways in which I communicated with co-researchers in order to be true to

my intention of providing an open and comfortable flow of communication.

One situation that arose with all co-researchers was for them to ask "Is that what

you wanted to hear?" I was empowered by the nature of this qualitative heuristic research

to reply by saying: "It is not about what 1 'want' to hear, this research is about your

personal truth and beliefs". 1 would go on to say that in the heuristic method co- =•

researchers' life stories and beliefs would remain relatively whole and would be
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presented as part of the final document. Having this conversation tended to bolster trust

and inspired fiirther sharing. Informing co-researchers that their full story was to be part

of the final document encouraged them to present the full truth of their experiences and

perspectives. Furthermore, all co-researchers (myself included) stated that this was the

first time they had the opportunity to fijlly share their thoughts and reflections on our

transformative experiences with nature. Thus a mutual trust and gratitude developed in

terms of appreciating both the opportunity to share as well as pay witness to another

person who shared in such a unique life experience. My own appreciation for the

complete picture of each co-researcher's story actually became a challenge as I found

myself very reluctant to compartmentalize and break apart individual accounts.

Constructionist paradigm. Constructionism takes the ontological perspective that

all people create meaning in their lives on a continual basis (Guba & Lincoln, 1998;

Patton, 2002; Rossman; 1998). As such, heuristic research is naturally housed under a

constructionist umbrella. As Moustakas ( 1 990) says,

Behaviour is governed and experience is determined by the unique

perceptions, feelings, intuitions, beliefs, and judgements housed in the

internal fi-ame of reference of a person. Meanings are inherent in a

particular world view, an individual life, and the connections between, ,

self, other, and world, (p. 32)

This research project assumed that all people come to their experiences fi-om different

understandings of the phenomenon. I assumed that the variations (or similarities) in

social, political, and economic positioning and in experiences ofpower and oppression

would influence and inform all peoples' expressions of the same phenomenon.
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The basic premise of social constructionism is that there exists a cyclical social

and self-production, reproduction, and internalization of socially constructed norms,

expectations, roles and thus, of society. A clear outline of this is given by Berger and

Luckmann (2002), who state that there are "three dialectical moments in social reality.

Each of them corresponds to an essential characterization of the social world: Society is

a human product. Society is an objective reality. Man [sic] is a socialproduct'' (p. 46).

Social constructionism views the world and social order as dynamic, malleable,

relational, and reactive. As such, co-researchers' experiences may be steeped in their

sub-conscious perception and experience of roles, ethnicity, socio-economic class and the

like. However, simply because meaning and understanding is constructed on an ongoing

basis and may have subjective components does not negate its value, in fact these

variations and influences may provide the most interesting points of discussion.

The final product ofheuristic research is a creative synthesis, rich with

variations and perspectives of a central tacit phenomenon (Moustakas, 1990). To me, this

is the heart of heuristic research, to have a dialogue in order to understand not what all

people experience, or how all people construct meaning but to deeply understand the '

essence of a lived experience for some. By conducting in-depth, repeat interviews with

co-researchers, I sought to gain a multifaceted and detailed appreciation of each person's

perspective. As suggested by Guba and Lincoln ( 1 998), "The variable and personal

(intramental) nature of social constructions suggests that individual constructions can be

elicited and refined only through interaction between and among investigator and

respondents" (p. 207). Through the process of in-depth interviewing, 1 had hoped that

social constructions would reveal themselves, at least to some extent and with that to
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view the essence of the phenomenon as a collection of personally situated constructions

of experience and consciousness.

Because the co-researchers and I engaged in dialogue about a personal

experience, it was necessary for me to remain open to and mindful of the countless

number of ways of perceiving and experiencing the same phenomenon. As such, it was

important to address my own experience, assumptions and constructions.

Reflexivity. Reflexivity was both an integral part of this research and was also a

factor contributing to the verification, trustworthiness and authenticity of this study. My

voice was intended to be transparent in this heuristic research process; I was to be explicit

in my perspective, to approach my own understandings as no more and no less valuable

or true than the perspectives and descriptions of the individual co-researchers. I was

conscious of giving my own thoughts and feelings equal reflective attention in order to >

achieve "balance - understanding and depicting the world authentically in all its

complexity while being self-analytical, politically aware, and reflexive in consciousness"

(Patton, 2002, p. 41). These are the goals of all qualitative researchers, but it is

something that had to be explicitly and intentionally attended to because I was integrated

in this heuristic research.

Throughout the interviews I was mindful ofhow and when I shared my own

experiences, as to not influence or lead, but instead to simply offer my own perspectives

and reflections when it seemed appropriate to do so. I was conscious ofwhen my own

experiences and perspectives were similar or different from the person whom I was

interviewing and to simply witness that similarity or difference without judgement or

assumption. When emotion or resistance arose 1 recognized that there was perhaps



^r



Nature and Personal Transformation 68

something that I did not understand and needed further clarification. I had to be

continually aware of the possible ways in which my wording ofprobing questions or the

sharing ofmy own experiences could impact a co-researcher. I would constantly be

asking myself questions about what more I needed or wanted to know about a co-

researcher's experience and how I could ask that question in an open and empowering

way. 1 took time to form probing questions, pausing before I spoke or stopping myself if

I felt I was wording a question in a way that would lead or influence the answer.

Joumaling was a helpfiil part of this reflective process and 1 found myself equally

enthusiastic to reflect upon both the similarities and differences between co-researchers

and myself, and the consequent thoughts and emotions that arose within myself I

joumaled after each interview, noting areas where I needed further clarification,

similarities that were emerging across all co-researchers, and unique perspectives held by

individuals. This exercise allowed me to better understand my own experiences and

perspectives by being in a constant state of awareness of the unique yet shared

experiences of all of us.

Methods ofData Collection

Co-researchers -The Criteria

This research required two principle attributes of co-researchers. First, they must

have been personally and strongly familiar with the phenomenon and have experienced it

more than a year ago but less than ten years ago. Second, they must have been willing to

openly and honestly share the details of their knowledge, tacit and otherwise.

Furthermore, I determined that if more than six people were interested in participating,

then I would employ a process of narrowing the sample based on convenience and
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suitability. In terms of convenience, 1 did not have the resources to travel great distances

to conduct interviews. As such, ideal co-researchers would have resided near St.

Catharines or the Greater Toronto Area. For those who could not be included in the

study, I offered them two things, the interview questions and an invitation to send me a

detailed narrative account of their transformative story. Additionally I offered to provide

them with a follow-up on the outcome of this study.

Solicitation ofCo-Researchers

Purposeful, and snowball sampling was used to locate and gain access to potential

co-researchers through collaboration with the owners of a nature-based retreat centre in

Ontario. 1 created an email (Appendix A) which the retreat centre sent to clientele who

had participated in one of their programs at least one or more years ago. This email

included a brief description of the research project, the phenomenon of interest, and the

expectations of co-researchers in terms of time and availability. If an individual was

interested, he/she responded directly to the primary co-researcher via an email address

created specifically for this project. One co-researcher heard of this study by simple

word-of-mouth through the university community and requested information on

participation. My first communication with this individual was exactly the same as all

other co-researchers: the basic solicitation email, through the research-specific email

address.

In responding to myself, the primary co-researcher, potential co-reserachers were

replied to using a second pre-constructed email (Appendix B) with two files attached, the

consent form (Appendix D), and the basic demographic information sheet (Appendix C).

If a person was interested in participating, he/she was to complete and return those two
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forms via fax, mail or email. The basic demographic information sheet gathered

information regarding age, gender, educational status, description of their involvement in

nature-based leisure, and a description of their transformative experience(s). Gathering

this demographic information allowed me to make informed decisions as to who fit the

co-researcher sampling criteria.

Using this email solicitation method, 1 3 individuals responded expressing interest

in learning more about participation. Two people were not suitable for this study because

they resided out of the province, and another two did not reply to the follow-up email

with the consent form and basic demographic information sheet. 1 could not coordinate a

meeting with another person due to conflicting availability and four others were well-

known to me through participation at the retreat centre and so were not chosen for

interviewing due to concerns of bias. All those who were not suitable for the study were

offered the option of completing a self-interview. Only one person who was not suitable

to participate completed this self-interview, but their accounts were not included in this

thesis. In the end three people fi-om the retreat-centre and one other person joined me as

co-researchers on this journey to explore and understand the essence of the intersection of

personal transformation and nature-based leisure.

Because this research was seeking to elucidate depth and not breadth of

individuals' experiences, intensive interviewing was employed (averaging five hours per

co-researcher), it was reasonable to have a small participant group of five people

(including myself) and acquire a sufficient data set. Moustakas (1990) suggests that one

person can be sufficient and that ten to fifteen participants would be a maximum for this

type of research. With four co-researchers (plus myself) 1 was able to achieve adequate
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variability in experience and perspective, and a collection of rich, in-depth descriptions.

Such small sample sizes are common in qualitative research, as it is the depth, not

breadth of information which is sought (Patton, 2002). Descriptive biographies of each

ofthe co-researchers (Adele, Maya, Quinn, Naomi and I) are included in Chapter 4.

Interviews and Artefacts

Within heuristic research, extended interviews are the most common method of

data collection. Interviews may also be supplemented by an artefact such as a journal,

poetry, or artwork or any way in which the co-researchers had expressed their experience

of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1990; van Manen, 1997). This research employed a set

oftwo interviews per co-researcher, with the second interview including the involvement

of an artefact.

This research was of a particularly personal phenomenon and as such it required

the development of a trusting, comfortable relationship, allowing the co-researchers to

feel at ease, and to share in-depth descriptions of their experience with the phenomenon.

In order to facilitate both comfort and full disclosure within an environment of trust and

natural conversation, the interviews combined semi-structured and informal

conversational style (Moustakas, 1 990; Patton, 2002).

These interviews followed a general interview guide (Appendix E) with open-

ended questions, while also allowing for conversational dialogue outside of the

prescribed guide. A conversational style of interviewing is preferred in heuristic

research, as it most naturally facilitates a shared "exploration and search for meaning"

(Moustakas, 1990, p. 47).
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Dialogue is the preferred approach in that it aims toward encouraging

expression, elucidation, and disclosure of the experience being

investigated. Jourard (1969) has shown that self-disclosure elicits

disclosure; there may be moments in the interview process when the

primary investigator shares an experience that will inspire and evoke

richer, fiiller, more comprehensive depictions from the co-researcher.

(Moustakas, p. 47) .i.!?
• .

'^

However, by also giving some structure to the interviews, via a guide, I was assured of

staying "on frack," with the phenomenon remaining the focus of dialogue. The pre-

determined questions ensured that each co-researcher was given the opportunity to

respond to key areas of research interest, thus giving a degree of continuity between

participants. As anticipated, there was a significant amount of spontaneous generation of

questions and the dialogue consequently unfolded in often unexpected ways. This mixed

approach to interviewing is common within qualitative research (Creswell, 1998; Patton,

2002).

Heuristic interviews are not meant to be ruled by the clock, but by what

Moustakas (1990) calls experiential time, allowing only the co-researcher's full voluntary

disclosure to determine the end point of the interview. Because the interviews had both

structured and unstructured elements, there was not a strict timeline to follow. However,

the assumption that two hours would be a reasonable timeframe was quite accurate in

practice - both the first and second interviews averaged over 2 hours each.

Each co-researcher was interviewed twice to allow for a deeper investigation of

the phenomenon. By engaging in two interviews, co-researchers had more time to
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explore the specifics of the two themes of the phenomenon (personal transformation and

nature) with greater focus and less stress. The first interview focused on the experience

ofpersonal transformation and the second interview focused on the context and

experience of nature with the additional aide of an artefact provided by the co-researcher.

This splitting of the data collection allowed time for reflection, transcription, and period

of incubation for myself, thus enhancing my immersion in the data.

An additional consideration in employing heuristic methodology is the primary

co-researcher's own participation, sharing, flexibility, and openness. As the primary co-

researcher, my own experiences were valued and integrated into the data, and because of

this I needed to be as open as possible to the variety of opinions, experiences, and

perspectives expressed by co-researchers as well as being willing to share my own

perspectives when appropriate. In the words of Moustakas (1990),

In heuristic interviewing, the data generated is dependent upon

accurate, empathic listening; being open to oneself and to the co- ,...

researcher; being flexible and fi-ee to vary procedures to respond to

what is required in the flow of dialogue; and being skilful in creating a

climate that encourages the co-researcher to respond comfortably,

accurately, comprehensively, and honestly in elucidating the .;;,;(, ,>, ^,. ,}

.

phenomena, (p. 48) ^

Moustakas outlines seven types of questions that can be helpfiil in eliciting the

essence of a phenomenon (see Appendix F). These questions were embedded in my

interview guide (Appendix E), along with probing questions specific to personal

transformation and nature.
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Thefirst interview -personal transformation. The purpose of the first interview

was to capture the essence of personal transformation, to gain a full and detailed image of

what it means and feels like to be transformed. It was important to dedicate a full

interview to this aspect of the phenomenon because personal transformation itself is a

concept which is not bounded by a single definition, description or understanding. In

Chapter 2, 1 discussed the complications of studying personal transformation due to the

many perspectives, academic disciplines, and even spiritual explanations and

descriptions. As such, the goal of this first interview was to achieve a rich and in depth

description ofhow each co-researcher experienced, felt about, was bodily, cognitively,

and/or spiritually aware of having experienced personal transformation. Furthermore, it

was more than the initial feeling of transformation which was sought, but the way in

which that shift or change had impacted his/her day-to-day life or conscious awareness of

somehow being different.

In preparation for the second interview, co-researchers were asked to reflect on

something which best represented or symbolized an experience they had with this

phenomenon. All participants were enthusiastic about this dimension of the interview

process and had chosen their artefacts well in advance. They were asked to bring this

artefact to the next interview and were reminded that the artefact woiild be photographed

for the purpose of this study - this photographic release was embedded within the

participation consent form (Appendix D).

The second interview - nature. The second interview was focused on the

experience of nature and how and why nature was (or was not) central to the co-

researchers' experience of transformation. This interview specifically explored the
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intersection of context and transformation as well as the co-researchers' relationship with

nature and how that had impacted or intersected with his/her experience of

transformation.

This second interview also focused on the artefact. Co-researchers were asked to

speak about the artefact and how it captured the essence of their experience. The artefact

was meant to represent the essence of the intersection of personal transformation and

nature. It was thought that the artefact may help the co-researcher to reveal greater

emotion, and more personal expression by speaking directly to what it represented to

him/her, and in practice this was the case. The artefact seemed to help co-researchers to

hone in on the feelings and perspective that the intersection meant to them. The use of

artefacts did in fact help the primary co-researcher to better understand the holistic

experience of the co-researcher because "artists are involved in giving shape to their lived

experience, the products of art are, in a sense, lived experiences transformed into

transcended configurations" (van Manen, 1 997, p. 74).

Artefacts can and did take on a wide variety of creative forms, from poetry to

felted capes, journal entries to drums and photographs (Moustakas, 1990; van Manen

1997). These artefacts are one of the unique features of heuristic research, in that they

are seen as an integral component of the conscious meaning making of the phenomenon,

and as such were necessary for gaining a holistic understanding (Moustakas).

Phenomenology sometimes employs the use of an artefact, but it is not as common, nor

as central (van Manen).
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Data Analysis

As with the style of interviewing, there is a heuristic way of engaging in data

analysis. The basis of heuristic inquiry is both inductive and creative. This process

embraces the discovery of answers and outcomes and honours the individual components

over generalizations. Patton (2002) describes this in general qualitative terms as:

Immersion in the details and specifics of the data to discover important

patterns, themes, and interrelationships; begins by exploring, then

confirming; guided by analytical principles rather than rules; ends with

creative synthesis, (p. 41)

More specifically however, Moustakas (1990) developed a detailed methodology

for heuristic research. The six phases are: initial engagement; immersion into the topic

and question; incubation; illumination; explication; and creative synthesis as the

culmination ofresearch (Moustakas).

Initial Engagement
'

This first phase is one of searching for a topic and question: "to discover an

intense interest, a passionate concern that calls out to the researcher" (Moustakas, 1 990,

p.27). Heuristics expects the primary co-researcher to turn inwards, considering his/her

own experiences in order to find a topic that is both personally meaningful and

fascinating enough to sustain involved research (Moustakas). 1 have documented my

progression through this research experience, my interests and questions, and how they

evolved over a year and a half through personal journals, papers and drafts of the project

proposal.
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Immersion

The second phase, immersion, begins once the question has been decided and the

terms within that question have been defined. During this phase, the question is to stay

within consciousness of the researcher at all times: "waking, sleeping, and even dream

states" (Moustakas, 1990, p.28). The researcher is to become aware of "all possibilities

for meaning" (p.28). All options, perspectives and ways of knowing are explored. I

experienced this phase as the final clarification ofmy thesis project through ongoing

searching and engagement with all things that stimulated thought on this phenomenon.

However, this phase is also in reference to the initial meaning-making with the raw data.

Only one co-researcher (and their data) was engaged with at any given time. The

general schedule was to conduct an interview with a certain co-researcher, immediately

transcribe the interview within 24 hours, then conduct the second interview with the same

person and again transcribe that interview within 24 hours. In consequence, I was

intensively immersed in the perspectives and experiences of only one co-researcher at a

time. In between interviews I also reflected on notes taken during the interview,

clarifying questions were noted, and the major themes or factors of importance to the co-

researcher were noted. During this process, I was also in a state of ongoing self-analysis,

reflecting on my reactions to and identifications with co-researcher accounts of the

phenomenon. Notes on emerging themes, differences, and similarities were updated and

reflected upon on a regular basis, allowing for a progressive familiarity of both individual

accounts and the larger picture of the unfolding phenomenon. This was a period of

intense involvement with the data in every sense, a complete immersion, as I was

physically situated alone in a house without phone, internet, or television on the outskirts

of Huntsville, Ontario, throughout the majority of the data collection process.
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Incubation

The third phase, incubation is a time of detachment. This moving away from

intense involvement is meant to allow for the internalization of the information by

creating space for subconscious processing ofmeaning and data. Moustakas (1990)

described this phase as a seed having been planted and now invisible forces begin their

work to help it grow and develop.

Once the data was collected and franscribed, I left for two weeks of canoeing in

Algonquin Park. During this break from the data, I was able to let go of the independent

voices of co-researchers and allow all perspectives and experiences to manifest in my

mind in different groupings and combinations. Additionally, because this "break"

included co-leading trips, 1 was able to pay witness to real time transformations and

experiences of self discovery within nature. This witnessing of the phenomenon

firsthand provided me with inspiration and also a sense of ease to truly "let go" of the

data and just be. Throughout this time I joumaled when I had a new thought or insight

but mainly found myself reflecting on my own experiences, for witnessing others'

fransformations brought me back to how this whole journey began.

Illumination "'

In the fourth phase, illumination I was to return to conscious contemplation of the

data. This was a time "when the researcher is open and receptive to tacit knowledge and

intuition" (Moustakas, 1990, p.29) and begins to recognize prominent themes. This

process involved both the accumulation ofnew knowledge and perspectives along with

discarding inaccurate conceptions (Moustakas).

Illumination marked an intensive return to the data with the aim of discovering

prominent themes. 1 first went through the co-researchers' transcripts (one co-researcher
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at a time) and from that constructed a complete representation ofthem as individuals,

their lived context and their perspectives on nature, personal transformation and the

intersection of the two. I followed the interview guide (Appendix E) which progressed as

follows: the first interview focused on defining and describing personal transformation,

how co-researchers experienced it, the contexts associated with it, and what their

transformative outcomes have been; the second interview focused on defining and

describing nature, how they experienced it, how and why it was or was not important to

their transformation, and finally their perspectives on the intersection itself, including a

discussion of their artefact. By following the thematic goals of the interview guide I was

able to identify the major feelings, ideas and experiences of each co-researcher by

continually asking myself questions such as "How does co-researcher 'x' talk about/feel

about/experience/describe/explain 'y'" ("y" being based on the interview guide themes).

Using this method, the complete perspectives and experiences for each individual were

gathered. This first complete representation of each co-researcher averaged between 30

to 40 pages of grouped quotes. These complete representations of co-researchers' own

voices served as the foundation for my understanding of the experiences of each

individual and how to appropriately represent each person's experiences in more succinct

sections.

Once 1 had a complete set of organized individual co-researchers' thoughts, 1 began

the process of weaving together complete stories for each person with my voice as the

narrator of their perspectives. This was necessary to get at the tacit knowledge. Some

co-researcher ideas such as talking about nature in terms of energy may have initially
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seemed irrelevant in the big picture but by honouring their voices and perspectives and

weaving it into their story, the tacit relevance was able to emerge later on.

For my own self-study practice, 1 re-read my own journals, at least 100 pages of

emails 1 had sent home from various adventures, and looked through pictures. One

challenge was that emails were often stripped of all negativity, as travelers often do, thus

limiting my ability to step directly back into the way 1 perceived those experiences, being

more limited to journals and pictures which evoked bodily memories and emotional

responses. 1 was aware of the possibility ofmy own romantization of those experiences

and so returned to journals from before or after the experiences. From these varied

sources 1 constructed an outline of the major themes ofmy own experiences, the most

prominent experiences, and outcomes. 1 sat with the interview guide themes and talked

myself through them but found that to be a somewhat artificial experience. In the end the

representation ofmy own story would turn out to be the most challenging to construct, as

I was especially aware ofhow I perceived experiences now versus the perspectives I held

during or before the transformative experiences. This was a humbling and difficult

process of facing my own growth and maturity without judgement, and essentially being

forced to accept a disparate view ofmy self, a "before" and "after" in being and

perspective. 1 stepped away from my own data once again allowing the disparity to

incubate and a way to express myself emerge. My primary concern with the handling of

my own data was overindulging in the details ofmy experiences more than I had with the

other co-researchers as a sub-conscious means of "explaining away" (to myself) the

things about myself that were painftjl or otherwise difficult to face.
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At this time, 1 also began to consider how various bodies of literature would or could

inform the emerging themes. As is consistent with the heuristic method, this process of

comparison and consideration of various bodies of literature continued right through the

identification of the essence.

Explication

The fifth phase explication moved from recognition of the themes to meaning-

making, gaining understanding and formulating explanations. "The researcher explicates

the major components of the phenomenon, in detail, Jind is now ready to put them

together into a whole experience" (Moustakas, 1990, p. 31). During this phase of

research, the many ways ofknowing and bodies of literature that were explored during

the illumination phase were narrowed. Thematic descriptions were to be bounded as a

collection of characteristics, organized within the attributes ofpersonal transformation,

nature and leisure.

During this phase I began to break the individual co-researcher's complete

descriptive representations into smaller, more manageable sections. The first section

composed was the basic biography of each individual (Chapter 4). These biographies

include all pertinent background information, including basic demographic information

and any other information provided by the co-researcher that clarified his/her life

experience as it pertained to his/her encounter with personal transformation and nature-

based leisure. Some examples of such pertinent information would be the amount of time

spent with nature, if they had been seeking a change in their lives, or any other such

details that contributed to understanding their lived context leading them to their

transformative experiences with nature. The amount and detail of this kind of
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information varied from co-researcher to co-researcher and one co-researcher even

explicitly stated that some details ofher personal life, although shared in the interview

and potentially of importance in fully understanding her positioning, should be left out

and I have honoured that request. For all co-researchers, in an effort at clarity and

conciseness, their biographical stories are "told" through my voice, I am not arriving at

independent conclusions, I have simply brought together a coherent whole from the

extensive information provided by co-researchers, I am simply the narrator. In the end

these five biographies are meant to outline each of our personal lives and our lived

context leading to and surrounding our transformative experiences with nature. This

approach is consistent with heuristic methodology which requires contextualization of

each individual's life and experiences (Moustakas, 1990). The narrative style of writing

continues throughout the remaining chapters which aim to paint a clear picture of the

essence of the phenomenon.

The next section I worked on was the clarification of individual depictions of the

essence of the intersection found in Chapter 5. The challenge with this section was to

allow co-researcher quotes to stand much more prominent and clear and to quiet my

narrative voice, while bringing together their various quotes ranging from one line to an

entire page in a way that was intelligible for the reader. Some heuristic studies simply

string together quotes without any other voice present, however those types of studies are

only looking at one emotion or experience such as feeling lonely, not the intersection of a

cognitive-behavioural experience and the tacit experience of a place. This complication

made it necessary for me to provide some degree of bridging; however, I did this while

also remaining true to the tradition of using large block quotations and occasionally
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having sequential quoting without any narration. By combining some narrative voice and

the use of sequential and large block quotations, the individual co-researchers'

constructions of the essence is more available to the reader. Artefacts were included in

this section and were usually accompanied by an especially large quote from the co-

researcher explaining its meaning. Some quotes are over a page in length, I found it

necessary to include this as to allow co-researchers' voices to be heard, explaining the

symbolic representation of the essence of the phenomenon.

The next section I focused on were the two central features of nature and personal

transformation. By looking explicitly at these two themes across all co-researchers, I

began to better understand some of the characteristics of the essence of the intersection. I

deconstructed the large biographies I had originally created for each co-researcher and

broke them into collective descriptions of nature and their relationship to nature,

experiences of nature-based leisure, experiences and definitions of personal

transformation, and finally the outcomes of their transformadon. The meanings

associated with these themes were not seen as endpoints in themselves, but were situated

within the understanding of personal and individual perspectives. This helped me to

move from focusing solely on individuals to beginning to see what the collective voice

may have to say. In order to aide the reader in understanding the complexity ofhow co-

researchers ultimately experienced and understood the intersection, I have placed these

summative, descriptive definitions of nature and personal transformation at the beginning

of Chapter 5. By placing these collective co-researcher definitions at the beginning of

Chapter 5, the reader is provided with a basic understanding of the main elements before
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looking at the detailed, rich description of individual depictions ofthe essence which run

through the rest of Chapter 5.

"The entire process of explication requires that researchers attend to their own

awarenesses, feelings, thoughts, beliefs, and judgements as a prelude to the understanding

that is derived from conversations and dialogues with others" (Moustakas, 1990, p. 31).

Because I had written my own detailed biography of experience just as I had with the

other co-researchers, my own perspectives and experiences were reflected on and dealt

with in the same manner as the other co-researchers. Interestingly, the process of

communicating my own version of the essence was the most difficult one to construct as

I had to sort though and decide what was simply necessary to share, whereas I would

have liked to share every detail and moment that held meaning for me. A process of

writing, reviewing, stepping away and writing again helped me to eventually get down to

just the things I needed to say without overwhelming the reader with detail.

Creative Synthesis

Creative synthesis was the final phase of the heuristic research process and is the

final chapter of this thesis, Chapter 6. According to Moustakas (1990), this creafive

synthesis results in a "narrative depiction" and could include creative artefacts such as

paintings or poetry. I knew I was ready to begin to construct the essence when I was

comfortable moving between thinking about the data in terms of individual and possible

collective meanings while being clear with how each unique individual contributed to the

collecfive voice. At that time I was able to see the data as a whole and began to

creatively synthesize the findings into a cumulative essence.
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During this phase the essence of the phenomenon was constructed in a narrative

written form. All co-researchers' voices merge into one narrative form. Chapter 6

includes this composite depiction in narrative form as well as a poem by David Whyte

(1997).

Verification, Trustworthiness, & Authenticity

The concept of trustworthiness is often closely followed by the omnipresent

debate of objectivity and subjectivity. For qualitative heuristic research it is not possible,

or desired, to have an "objective" outlook. Instead, the common approach to qualitative -

and indeed heuristic - research is to ensure trustworthiness (Creswell, 1998; Guba, 1981

;

Patton, 2002; Rossman, 1998) or "'balance,' 'fairness,' and 'completeness'" (Patton,

2002, p. 5
1
). This research employed triangulation to assure the reader of

trustworthiness. Triangulation, as described by Creswell (1998), is when

researchers make use of multiple and different sources, methods,

investigators, and theories to provide corroborating evidence (Ely et al.,

1991; Erlandson et al., 1993; Glesne & Huberman, 1994; Patton, 1980,

1990). Typically, this process involves corroborating evidence from

different sources to shed light on a theme or perspective, (as quoted in

Creswell, p. 202)

I thus employed a combination of peer debriefing, progressive subjectivity, member

checks, transferability, and confirmability to ensure the trustworthiness of this study.
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Peer Debriefing

"Peer review or debriefing provides an external check of the research process"

(Creswell, 1998, p. 202). This external check is to challenge "methods, meanings, and

interpretations" (p. 202) of the researcher, while also giving the researcher the

opportimity to discuss findings and interpretations with someone who is detached and has

a fi"esh perspective (Guba, 1981).

For this research I had periodic check-ins with my supervisor Dr. Colleen Hood.

We would talk about how I was handling the data, what the emerging themes and

findings were, and how I was arriving at those conclusions.

Progressive Subjectivity

Progressive subjectivity is sometimes referred to as "clarifying researcher bias"

(Creswell, 1998, p. 202). This is an especially important aspect of trustworthiness within

qualitative research, as it requires the researcher to be upfi-ont with their bias, past

experiences and orientations that may influence or inform the research. By being

transparent about the researcher's history and influences, the reader is able to approach

the research with a full understanding of potential influences and bias.

The situating of the researcher within the research is somewhat unique to heuristic

research however reflexive methodologies are becoming increasingly embraced within

leisure research. In 2002, Dupuis published an article in Leisure Sciences calling for

wider use of reflexive methods:

I no longer believe that our selves and our emotions and personal

experiences can be removed from the research process, nor do I believe

that the self, emotions, and more collaborative research styles are
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necessarily problematic. On the contrary, I now believe that these aspects

are central to strong, rigorous qualitative research and good science, (p.

59)

Throughout the development of this project, my developing ideas and

perspectives have been documented in class papers and notes. Throughout this project, I

practiced purposeful and diligent reflexivity through joumaling to help me to clarify my

own ideas and to separate and compare them against or situate them within the rest of the

data. This reflexive piece was one of the most important for this project because my own

understandings and tacit knowledge were to be explored as a data set (Mousakas, 1 990;

Patton, 2002; Sela-Smith, 2002). Joumaling also provided a way for me to track the

development ofmy ideas and the rationale for changes that emerged as a part of the

process. I would journal about the differences or similarities I was noticing between

myself and co-researchers and the feelings I had about those differences. This helped me

to better understand my own biases as well as emerging themes or unique perspectives

held by myself or others. For example the kinds of language we each used to describe

our feeling of connection and belonging within nature and our transformations varied

from the spiritual to the scientific. I would journal about my own issues with the

language used, frustrations with semantics and how to give a collective voice to divergent

language. "It seems obvious that we've all had the same experience - this profound sense

of oneness - but I don't yet know what language is appropriate to use to describe this. 1

want to be inclusive of the spiritual and the secular, but is that even possible?" (Emily's

research journal, August 2007). Reflecting on and considering these kinds of issues was

a necessary part of understanding the data set but was also an integral part of coming to a
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deeper and clearer understanding ofmy own use of language and a broader understanding

of the collective meanings across differences in language use. I was in a constant state of

explicitly considering my own experiences and perspectives while simultaneously

coming to better understandings of other co-researcher experiences and understandings.

Member Checks

The purpose ofmember checks was to give co-researchers the opportunity to

confirm or disconfirm the findings and interpretations (Creswell, 1998; Guba, 1981;

Patton, 2002). This could involve giving co-researchers full access to "data, analyses,

interpretations, and conclusion" (Creswell, 1998, p. 203). By giving co-researchers the

opportunity to evaluate the data or findings, this insures that the researcher has not

strayed fi-om the perspectives and knowledge shared by co-researchers. Guba (1981)

considers this aspect of trustworthiness to be "the single most important action inquirers

can take, for it goes to the heart of the credibility criterion" (p. 85). -•
i

Co-researchers were invited to review the composite depiction of the essence. I

sent out these findings over email in order to verify that my comprehension was in line

with their experiences and understandings of the phenomenon. At this time they had the

opportunity to express any concerns, disagreements or to clarify any misinterpretations.

Three of the four co-researchers responded and (enthusiastically) confirmed that the

composite depiction did indeed capture their experience and understanding. "This

composite is great! It really brings to light the inability to pinpoint one set characteristic

of being transformed by nature, but rather envelopes the 'essence' of the whole

thing.. .Congrats on making such a complicated topic coherent!" (personal •

communication, Adele). "I have had a chance to read your paper, and can't wait to see
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the entire project. I am going to re-read it again tonight, as at times my mind was

bumping into that invisible wall of wonder" (personal communication, Quinn).

I wanted to share some ofmy thoughts because I feel the importance of

your work down to my soul. I am so impressed and touched with your

findings. Although some of the experiences were not mine, they were

mine. I am in awe ofhow our experiences and feelings are the same. As

I've re-read The Essence many times I continue to be brought to

awareness, (personal communication, Naomi)

Maya informed me that her current life circumstance was such that she may not be able to

review the findings and unfortunately I did not hear fi-om her again.

Transferability and Thick Description

The purpose of thick description is to give the reader a comprehensive picture of

the situation fi-om which the findings have come. By providing such description, the

reader is able to decide for himself/herself whether the findings are applicable to his/her

own specific situafion (Creswell, 1998; Cuba, 1981; Patton, 2002).

Thick description was particularly important for this research because of the

highly contextualized nature of the understanding of the essence of the phenomenon. The

conclusions of this study are not generalizeable, however thick description purposefully

situates the findings within the specific context of this study and experiences of co-

researchers. In contextualizing the findings with rich descriptions the goal was to paint a

clear enough picture of the tacit intersection of nature and personal transformation that

the reader could decide for themselves whether the findings were applicable to their own

particular situation or perspective. This description is an essence, not a rule or theory.
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Confirmability

Confirmability refers to the researcher's methods ofbeing subjectively reflexive

and accountable for interpretative findings in such a way that readers can be assured of

credibility (Guba, 1981). Because this study seeks the description of an essence and not

theory development, it is necessary and appropriate to address confirmability of

descriptive interpretation.

As such, I used narrative quotes and purposefully maintained co-researchers'

holistic depictions to allow for an easy-to-follow development of the descriptive essence.

The development ofthemes and descriptions were well documented through joumaling

and progressive versions of biographic narratives of the co-researchers, thus allowing the

progression of ideas and interpretation to be easily retraced.

By employing these varied approaches to trustworthiness, the reader should be

assured that this research is, in the words of Patton (2002), balanced, fair and complete.

By using the above combination of research checks, I aspired to achieve a high degree of

transparency. The embeddedness of the researcher and the holistic development of the

project was as integrally important as the data itself, with the processes of reflexivity,

methodology, interviewing, and synthesis seen as central to the outcomes. Thus, this

project stayed true to the heuristic method by explicitly claiming the importance of and

attention to all ways in which the researcher perceives, experiences, interprets and

potentially resists the research process. By putting in appropriate checks and balances, I

ensured a trustworthy conclusion.
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CHAPTER 4

My application of the heuristic method has been adapted to accommodate for the

imique complexity of the phenomenon in question, the intersection of personal

transformation and nature-based leisure. Heuristic methods are usually applied to study a

single, solitary phenomenon (Moustakas, 1990). This study is indeed concerned with the

singular phenomenon of transformation, but transformation that stands at the intersection

of the context, space, place, and lived experience of nature-based leisure. Thus, instead

of simply having a single essence to describe, I felt the need to describe both of the

elements that intersect to create the phenomenon in question, as well as describing the

phenomenon itself In consequence, 1 have somewhat adapted the traditional presentation

of heuristic findings to accommodate for this unique situation. In the following

paragraphs 1 will outline exactly how the data is presented in the subsequent chapters and

where and when I diverge irom a traditional heuristic presentation of the findings.

First, let me say that most qualitative research moves through data analysis fi^om

individual accounts to themes, and then findings are presented as collective themes. The

heuristic method however, is concerned with maintaining the individual co-researcher's

voice through much of data analysis and the presentation of findings (Moustakas, 1990).

As discussed in Chapter 3, heuristics is under the umbrella of the constructivist paradigm

and values the unique situatedness and perspective of individual co-researchers. This

valuing of the diversity and complexity of lived experiences is arguably a strength of

heuristic research. Thus, it is important for the reader to be familiar with the lived

context of co-researchers leading to our encounters with the phenomenon. There is no

one way or right way to address contextualizing co-researchers' lives and so I chose to
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address this by providing descriptive biographies of co-researchers in Chapter 4. Another

standard practice of heuristic research is to present the individual co-researcher

depictions of the essence prior to them providing a collective description (Moustakas,

1990). Individual depictions could be as simple as a series of quotes, or presented in a

more narrative style, via the primary co-researcher. Again, due to the unique complexity

of this particular study, 1 chose to combine these methods, using many (and sometimes

large) direct quotations and then wove these together using my narrative voice for the

purpose of readability and to ease navigation through the intersecting elements of the

phenomenon. These individual depictions of the essence are provided in Chapter 5.

Alongside these individual depictions in Chapter 5 are collective descriptive definitions

or understandings of personal transformation, nature and also the transformative

outcomes of experiencing the phenomenon. This addition to Chapter 5 is not common

practice in heuristic presentation of findings, but was necessary in order to give the reader

a complete understanding ofhow the final essence was arrived at in Chapter 6. The

culminating piece of heuristic research is referred to as the creative synthesis (Moustakas,

1990). The presentation of a creative synthesis in this research project is precisely in line

with the unique form of narrafive and creafive presentafion of the essence of the

phenomenon as outlined by heuristic methodology. Chapter 6 should be read as the

collective voice, there are no quotations, only a narrative, descriptive account of the

composite depiction of the essence of the intersection of personal transformation and

nature-based leisure. In line with the creative expectafion of the presentation of heuristic

research, I have also included a poem and painting which serve to fiirther demonstrate in

artistic form, our collective understanding of the essence of the phenomenon.
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To clarify what will unfold in the following chapters, here is a brief guide to

voice-representation and presentation style. The individual voice is heard through

Chapter 4 (descriptive biographies of co-researchers) and Chapter 5 combines individual

voice (individual depictions of the essence) and collective voice (summative descriptions

ofpersonal transformation, nature, and transformative outcomes). Chapter 6, the final

culminating piece of this research project presents only the collective voice in a creative

synthesis including the composite depiction of the essence. 1 have chosen to split the

biographies (Chapter 4) from the individual depictions of the essence (Chapter 5) as not

to overwhelm the reader with information. The biographies in Chapter 4 offer succinct

overviews to familiarize the reader with the lived context of co-researchers while Chapter

5 provides in-depth, thick description of the co-researcher's actual accounts of the

phenomenon.

Chapter 4 contains descriptive biographies of the primary co-researcher (myself)

and my co-researchers Adele, Maya, Quinn, and Naomi. These biographies are meant to

outline our personal lives and the context leading to and surrounding our transformative

experiences with nature. The biographies are comprised of all pertinent background

information, including basic demographic information and any other information

provided by the co-researchers that clarified and contextualized their life experience

leading to their transformative encounters with nature-based leisure. These descriptions

are intended to be accessible and story-like, taking you through the context of our lives,

and leading to our transformations. In an effort towards clarity and conciseness, the

biographical stories of all co-researchers are "told" through my voice. 1 am not arriving

at independent conclusions, I have simply brought together a coherent whole from the
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extensive information provided by co-researchers - 1 am simply the narrator. This

approach is consistent with heuristic methodology which requires contextualization of

each individual's life and experiences (Moustakas, 1990). This narrative style of writing

sets the tone for the remaining chapters which aim to paint a clear and accessible picture

of the essence of the phenomenon. Furthermore, you will notice that I often use italics

within quotes. The purpose of this is to aide you in navigating the substantial amount of

information provided. 1 only inserted italics once the project was completely written, at

that point upon re-reading the findings sections it was apparent that italics would be a

helpful aide in highlighting the most pertinent information within quotes. I chose

italicizing over editing or cutting quotes in order to allow the reader to get a fiill sense of

the ideas and perspectives being expressed by co-researchers.

It must be noted that pseudonyms have been assigned to all co-researchers (except

myself) and their friends and family and some details of their personal lives have been

altered or omitted in order to ensure anonymity. For example, the names of home cities,

well known places ofwork or schools or specific identifying names related to co-

researchers' nature-based leisure experiences may have been altered. I exercised some

discretion and judgement, recognizing that those from smaller communities would be

easier to identify had the complete details of their home life and experiences been shared.

Furthermore, because of the locations and organizations associated with nature-based

leisure experiences of some participants, I have altered some of the names of places,

leisure providers, lakes, and mountain ranges. 1 have left my own name and life details

intact to ensure the transparency ofmy own lived experiences and potential biases.
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It should also be noted that there may seem to be variability between

representations of co-researchers in this chapter in terms of the volume of information as

well as the depth of detail. This should not be read as preference for one co-researcher

over another but instead as an honest representation of the amount of detail, clarity and

imderstanding of their context shared during the interviews. Some co-researchers'

transformative experiences were specifically linked to a particular time fi-ame or place,

and in consequence there is more detail and in-depth description about those times or

places - simply because there was more detail provided by the co-researcher. Other co-

researchers however had more of a mosaic of experiences and identified their

transformative outcomes to a combination of times, places, and encounters. For co-

researchers with a mosaic of experiences there was understandably not as much depth

about a particular experience as there was a breadth of description and thus their

biographies may read likewise. In the end, the diversity of all co-researchers'

experiences and perspectives are equally valued contributions that render thick

descriptions of the essence. Please note that throughout Chapter 4 and 5 block quotes are

single-spaced for readability because of their length.

Co-Researcher Stories

Emily

I was bom and raised in downtown Ottawa where I lived with my parents and two

older brothers in a townhouse backing on a quiet section of the Rideau Canal. The

parkland around the canal has big old trees that grow tall and proud and at any given

moment you are guaranteed to see happy dogs and children roaming the grassy spaces on
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the other side of the canal from our house. It is a unique setting by the standards of any

downtown area, allowing me to include casual time with nature as an unappreciated but

integral part ofmy daily life such as walking the canal with my Mom or studying on the

porch overlooking the waterway scene.

My childhood was undeniably that of a city-girl, but a city-girl with a draw to the

world outside. Every weekend between December and March from the time I was bom

until I was 1 3 were spent at our chalet in Quebec where downhill skiing, cross-country

skiing, snowshoeing or simply wandering the woods surrounding our chalet comprised a

standard weekend. When we were not at the chalet I was on horseback. Between the

ages of 9 and 14, 1 would spend eight weeks a summer at riding camp and during the

school year my ever-so-generous mother would chauffeur me 5 days a week out to the

bam, 45 minutes away. I also played volleyball and enjoyed being active but I was never

one for competition in any form; anything I did I mainly enjoyed because it either

brought me outside or together with friends. I remember a look of disappointment on the

face ofmy goal-driven riding coach when I declared I didn't care if I ever won, I just

wanted my horse to be happy.

My time in the outdoors came to a rather abrapt end between the ages of 1 3 and

1 5 respectively, at which points we sold the chalet and my horse passed away

unexpectedly. My involvement with all things outdoorsy fell away and with that a

foundational aspect ofmy identity, competence and life-meaning went missing. This

nature-drought extended into my early twenties, during which time I played volleyball,

dabbled in rowing and went to the gym. These years of drought were marked by the

usual teenage angst but also by minor depressions and a continual sense of dissatisfaction
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and of "being lost". Like so many girls I got caught up in superficial preoccupations of

image and social expectations, peer pressure and simply bad decision making. I was

somewhat of a lost cause through high school, disgruntled and confused, I didn't know

what I wanted but I wanted something different, I wanted to feel different.

My first two years of university were on par for the average kid, I partied, went to

the gym, worked as a tour guide and residence don, and I studied enough to maintain an

acceptable "B" average. 1 was a pretty miserable person but from the outside I seemed

happy enough with lots of friends and a ready smile. Underneath it all however I was

being eaten away by something I couldn't put my finger on.

The summer following my second year at university I hit a low. I was put on anti-

anxiety medicine, feeling sad, fhistrated and completely overwhelmed with an intangible

dissatisfaction but with no obvious reason to feel that way. It was the summer ofmy 21*'

birthday and two months into the summer, fed up with my mindless summer job and

feeling like a med-induced zombie, I knew I needed a big change. I asked my parents to

send me on a month-long Outward Bound trip for my birthday. They generously agreed

and I chose the 2 1 -day "Adult Mountain Venture" course. I had no experience and no

idea what to expect but I felt a sense of excitement and relief at the idea of disappearing

into the B.C. mountains. This trip was a turning point in my life. •

Although nothing dramatic happened upon my return, that Outward Bound

experience had planted a seed in my soul. I wanted to bring home all of the good feelings

and to get involved with the Outdoor Club at my university but my peer group had no

interest and I found myself slipping back into old habits and depressions. All through my

last two years of university I was constantly looking opportunities to get away, to
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experience something different: Youth Challenge International, Katimavic, another

Outward Bound course but nothing worked out. It was not until I graduated that my next

adventure would come to fruition.

I worked and saved my money for eight months following graduation and then

immediately took off on a six month solo adventure around New Zealand and Australia.

I hiked the backcountry of these two beautiful countries, hitch-hiking from track to track,

meeting kind and unusual strangers and rediscovering my self along the way. A few

people I met on trail suggested that I look into the National Outdoor Leadership School

(NOLS). Sure enough within eight months of returning to Canada I was heading to

Wyoming to meet fourteen new friends and begin a technically-intensive, three-month

NOLS "Outdoor Educator Semester". My life, path, and sense of selfhave been

undeniably shaped by these and other experiences with nature.

The version ofmy self that 1 experienced in the backcountry was a far cry from

the depressed, anxiety-ridden and frustrated woman I was in the city. After each

experience in the backcountry I would grow and learn a little bit more about my self, my

values, and the truth ofwho I was without the masks and the usual external influences of

friends, family, and social norms. My journey however, to fully understand the

implications and outcomes of these experiences and my renewed relationship with nature

would only begin to be fully understood once I began my academic journey as a Master's

student at Brock University.

Adele

Adele and I met at a wooden cabin surrounded by dense forest on a warm summer

evening. She admires the cabin, the natural fibres and gentle feel of this wooden house;
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noting that this is the type ofhome she dreams of and I have to agree it feels perfectly

serene.

Adele is 26, an outdoor-loving city girl who has always had an attraction to nature

and fondly recalls her father teaching her the names of trees, plants and insects as a child;

names that she remembers most clearly to this day. Although she always knew in her

heart that nature was a special place for her, she did not spend as much time in nature

through her teens and early twenties as she does now. Adele always enjoyed camping,

whether out of a car, or venturing further into the backcountry in a canoe. However,

competitive sports, dedication to her studies and a desire to remain close to home,

friends, and university life kept her out of the forests and streams, and more familiar with

the urban jungle and chlorinated pools. Even so her attraction to and curiosity about

nature remained in her heart and as she progressed through university her path eventually

brought her fiill circle, back to nature.

Adele now enjoys her work as a biologist in field ecology after completing her

Master of Science degree from a central Canadian university. This wasn't any ordinary

graduate degree however, her research brought her out of the urban jungle and back into

forests, out of the pool and into the lakes and rivers ofNorthern Ontario where she spent

four months a year living in a remote wilderness research station. Like most graduate

students, Adele did not anticipate that her thesis project would become a personal journey

of growth and learning beyond the books and in this case an experience of being

transformed by her time with nature.

Adele has fond memories of her time up North. She has come to a place of

appreciation and understanding of the value of her experience and also the value and
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place of nature in her ongoing development and continued well-being. This

transformative experience however was not expected or sought-out. Adele was at the

beginning of her graduate degree, having not even attended a single class, she was sent

straight up North for field work, a situation she greeted with resistance and uncertainty.

Reminiscing about that time, she laughs recalling her certainty in herself and yet her

apprehension in leaving fiiends, family and her boyfriend behind.

For four months, a rustic research station in the wilds of Northern Ontario was her

new home, quiet lakes and untamed forests her neighbourhood, and the abundant

wildlife, and self-proclaimed "eco-geek" researchers, her new friends and family. As

reluctant and resistant as her start may have been, within two weeks she settled into the

pace and began to embrace the unique culture and opportunities of this place.

Much of Adele' s time was dedicated to scientific observation and calculation of

the lives and particulars of certain Northern creatures. During her leisure time, she

enjoyed solo canoe adventures, group campfires at base camp, awe-inspiring sunsets,

skinny dipping on isolated beaches, and star gazing late into the night. It didn't take her

long to realize that this was a unique opportunity and special place that she should fully

take advantage of- and she did.

Both work and play at the research station varied between independent excursions

and group efforts and gatherings. The space and opportunity to be alone in nature was

particularly meaningful and catalytic for Adele but the social context and culture was also

refreshingly unfamiliar. Adele's fellow researchers provided her with a social

environment unlike any other she had experienced. It was a place where her passion for

science and love of the outdoors merged amongst people who shared similar interests and
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values, she tells me: "Oh yeah! A definite different culture. Oh yeah it was the extreme

opposite, [at home] we'd be like 'ok someone talk and please break the silence'. But [up

North] if someone talked it'd be like 'shut up I'm listening to the trees' [laughs]"

(Personal Transformation Interview with Adele). The setting and culture of the research

station also inherently encouraged exploration of the surrounding areas and it was

commonplace for people to wander off for a day of solo exploration outside of their

research. In looking back, Adele believes it was on these adventures that she had her

most profound experiences with nature, for it was within nature that she began to more

consciously explore and experience the true nature of her being.

Aside from some computers and other research-related technology, the station

itself was rustic and without much besides the basic necessities. Living amongst nature

in such an intensive way was a new experience for Adele, as was the more simplistic

lifestyle. She stated that it was not so much the physical place ofthe research station that

provided her with inspiring or catalytic moments, but the nature-based leisure pursuits

available to her. The research station and its surrounding forests and water ways became

a familiar and comfortable place for Adele; a place that she explored everyday in both her

work and leisure pursuits. This combination ofbeing in a new physical setting with an

accompanying lifestyle change and also developing a sense of comfort in that place,

situated Adele to be both open and very mindful ofher experiences in nature.

Within this mind-space of comfort and curiosity, of awareness and appreciation,

Adele was open to discovering both the landscape around her, and also herself within this

new yet familiar space of nature. Her moments of connection, clarity and calm were the

catalysts for changes far beyond her zen-like afternoons in the sun, ultimately resulting in
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the sometimes subtle and sometimes obvious changes in her sense of self, relationships,

and outlook on life.

Maya

I drove to Maya's house by way ofback roads, through small towns, and

picturesque vistas of rolling hills and quiet lakes. When I arrived at her home I took in

the scene: horses grazing in green pastures, a home of stone with big windows from east

to west glinting in the bright noon sun. Maya and her two friendly dogs greeted me at the

door and she guided me around the house to an enclosed circle of cedar hedges that stand

10 feet tall. A wooden archway with a small iron table marked the opening to the circle

and Maya paused there. Two rocks sat upon the table and she invited me to rub them

together while holding an intention in my mind. This was her ritual before entering the

cedar circle and I was happy to participate. I set the intention of having a clear mind and

an open heart.

Maya is a 43 year old health care worker, a friendly and soft-spoken woman with

a jolly laugh. Maya still lives in the same small but lively community where she was

bom, a place bordered by beautiful water, rolling farmland and untouched forests. She

grew up in a conservative Catholic family with traditional values and beliefs, instilling in

her a sensitivity to social expectations, which for years bounded her confidence to

explore her own truth, purpose and passions.

Maya has always enjoyed the world of nature. As a child she was struck by a

curiosity and sense of awe when star gazing or wandering the local forested trails. She

has always felt a special connection to animals, simply enjoying their company and their
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beautifiilly simple ways of being. Maya's relationship with nature and deep sense of

connection however would only be fully appreciated later in life.

Fifteen years ago Maya was laid-off from her job and simultaneously encovmtered

the opportunity to expand her healing repertoire through a therapeutic touch program.

Once Maya took this step beyond her comfort zone and into the world of alternative

healing practices, the floodgates opened and her desire for knowledge and personally

expanding experiences were unleashed. She soon found herself under the wing of an old

friend and bravely heading North on her first Shamanic vision quest. Since then, Maya

has again and again turned to nature-based experiences, and especially Native healing

arts, in seeking knowledge and self-expansion, from intensive spiritual healing groups to

casual rides with her horse. Nature-based experiences slowly became an integral part of

her growth and healing repertoire. For Maya, transformative experiences are most

commonly encountered within the context of nature, and often when she is alone but

other times she has been a part of a group experience. Her solo experiences have ranged

from simply taking quiet time with her horse, to one to four day solo vision quests in the

wilderness where she had only her thoughts and shamanic ceremonies accompanying her

in nature. Maya's group experiences have included spiritual healing groups in rural

settings that are surrounded by the wilderness of the North Western United States. Each

experience brought its own unique challenges and outcomes, conquering fears of the dark

and learning to own her voice and place within a group. At times the novelty and

newness of the situation played a major factor in giving her the space to experience

herself differently but on other occasions she was in a place of comfort with nature, like

riding her horse or paddling down a stream.
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Maya's search for knowledge, healing, and self-expanding experiences were not

guided by an entirely conscious goal or purpose, but by an instinct of a childhood

wonderment of the stars and the feeling that some personally significant purpose was to

be found in this mysterious universe. Once she discovered nature as a safe place for

contemplation, connection and healing, the answers of her childhood wonderings of

purpose began to be answered. She tells me quite fi-ankly, "Well without nature Emily, I

wouldn't be who 1 am today" (Nature Interview with Maya).

Quinn

Quinn and I met in a small town that served as a halfway point for each of us off

of a North-bound Ontario highway. We planned to chat at a cafe but it was closed so we

headed to the other side of this small town where a spacious park met the lake. Quinn

chose a spot that sheltered us (especially the recorder) from the gentle but persistent wind

blowing across the wide open lake. We settled in at the base of a small grassy hill with

trees to one side, shoreline foliage in front of us and open green grass to the other side -

we were both glad that the cafe was closed, this was a beautifiil spot.

Quinn is a 26 year-old man from Northern Ontario. He has the type of gentle and

genuine demeanour that I would expect from a person who grew up on a lake beyond the

borders of a small Northern town. In his childhood, nature was his playground and

companion, ".
. .that's what I did growing up, I'd try to rifle through all ofmy homework

while I was watching the lake, watching the wind direction, watching the sun, watching

the time, it was always like a reward, a reward for getting my work done. Um, so

growing up I loved it..." (Nature Interview with Quinn). His close relationship with

nature and the freedom of self that it afforded him always gave Quinn the sense that he



>[iOV--'a-,4 l.ti'hjik niiU"

ri' J .'.fW.^^1 'Ai'Jff !',

.f! k-iit :>f:jfj.? '3i'{t tiitiuQ j>V6-a ;:'£<-;wL.



Nature and Personal Transformation 105

was different; it is difficult to say exactly how he was different but he knew he wasn't

like the "town kids".

In high school, like all teenagers, he was overwhelmed by a strong desire to fit in

and the result was a slow shift away fi-om the open-hearted, nature-loving kid he'd

always been. This drift away fi-om his connection with nature was fiirthered by moving

away to university - to a significantly larger city - where drinking, a sedentary lifestyle,

and material preoccupation became the new cornerstones of his lived experience. He

found himself feeling increasingly dissatisfied with his life and uncertain ofwhere to turn

and what had gone wrong. His fiiistration and inner turmoil culminated in a few near-

death accidents, bouts of depression, and the ending of a significant relationship. He

found little comfort in the advice of his fiiends and family and eventually turned back to

the one place that had always served as his safe haven - nature.

Although Quinn feels connected to all of nature, he has a special relationship with

a small island on a lake near his parent's home. This is a place he went with his family as

a child and a place that he now returns to for healing and transformation. It is a sacred

area known to be an ancient hunting ground for First Nations people, a place where

animals roam freely and until recently, the forests were untouched. Immersed in this

environment he feels both completely at home and in awe of nature; it is this special

place that sets the stage for his transformafion. As Quinn told stories of this island it

became very clear both how special it is to him and how beautiful it must be:

... it's just a small island, it's no bigger than the parking lot [size of a

baseball diamond] but there's nothing on it, it's just [laughing] well

significant geological structures and stuff like that but um, and it made me
think like "wow" I didn't really realize how much I loved this place, how

much I really miss nature. . . I just love to get out there, it's just a great

place to just, it's not even thinking, it's just um, simplifying, getfing rid of
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all of the unnecessary stuff, it's um, you know you can buy stress relief in

pill bottles, go wait in an emergency room for 10 hours for a prescription

to make you feel, to forget about what you're experiencing that day, but

everyone should have their own island, I just came to that conclusion.

Like, lucky, I am so lucky to have that kayak to paddle there with at any

time and no one else uses the lake and you look around when you're on

this island and there's no buildings or power lines, you're just, I mean it's

similar to this [we were sitting at the base of a small grassy hill with tall

grass and shrubs grown up from the water in front of us, giving us a partial

view of the lake and opposing hills and sky with the sound of cars coming

from the highway a kilometre or so away], but you can't even hear cars,

it's a, and animals everywhere. . . .1 like to sit under this tree on this big

erratic boulder and just sitting there and feeling um, it's almost like

someone's hit the reset button, when you come back from the city and it's

like, for me I go there to um, it's a recharge. . .like I always thought that it

was just a cool place to go growing up, like we used to take our dog down
there and stuff but when you're away from it for so long and you go back,

like I was just back there last week again and we had a frill lit sky of stars

on Friday night, with loons calling all night, they almost sounded like

wolves - like really long howls, like haunting - and at the same time the

moon was lighting up the whole lake and we have northern lights to the

north, so we're just kicking back at the camp fire like [laughing], you

know this, this is where I want to be.... (Personal Transformation

Interview with Quinn, emphasis added)

Quinn's special island served as the staging ground for his transformative experience, a

turning point in his life when he reconnected with his true sense of self and purpose.

Naomi

Expansive fields of soy and com lead me all the way to Naomi's house where she

lives with her husband, teenage daughter, dog and cats. When I step out ofmy car and

take in her neighbourhood, 1 realize I can see farmers' fields at one end of her street and

the main drag of the small town at the other. Even looking out of her kitchen window I

am greeted by the sight of a majestic old oak free standing in the middle of the farmer's

field that borders her property. I find myself thinking that this is truly the most

unexpected place to find a Detroit investment banker.
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Naomi is in her late 40' s, a woman whose life is perhaps best described as a

constant state ofmotion. She grew up in the Detroit area, one of seven children in a large

Irish-Italian family that she tells me is characteristically loud and busy. She was raised

with traditional Catholic values which instilled in her a valuing of family above self and

modesty above self-expression. The landscape ofNaomi's childhood included mainly

urban settings but family visits to her grandparents' property by the Mississippi River in

Iowa made an impression on her. She told me that her appreciation of nature began

during those visits, ".
. .It's beautiful, still now, it's one ofmy favourite places. So I

would have a glimpse of appreciation [of nature] but not um, not to the extent that 1 think

I do now" (Personal Transformation Interview with Naomi).

Although Naomi has a special attachment to the rocky hills of Iowa, her

relationship with and exploration of nature was quite limited through most of her life.

Naomi's adult life, like her childhood has been a primarily an urban-focused existence

and also like her childhood, family was the centerpiece of her life. Although her own

immediate family includes only three people and she now lives in a farming community,

Naomi has managed to remain true to her roots of constant motion.

For five days a week, Naomi commutes to Detroit where she works a fast-paced

job in a high stress environment. At the end of her investment banking workday she

begins her second job as the official chauffeur of her teenage daughter, Maggie, who has

a passion for all things outside, especially horses. Naomi loves her family and her

daughter and husband have always been at the centre of her life. Although Naomi loves

her family and in many ways enjoys her career, she says that her entire life had been an

unconscious, non-questioning process:
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...my life was guided by things that were given to me, that I just accepted

without really ever thinking of them, you know - religion, um, you know
what you do for a living, how you operate in day-to-day life and you

never, at least I didn't think: "well does this really fit for me?" "Is there

you know, another way?" (Personal Transformation Interview with

Naomi)

One of the characteristics of this unconsciously lived life was the material

oriented lifestyle that her career afforded them, a lifestyle that is a norm in North

America. "Well I think that's a big part in me, I think we tend to be ego-driven, um,

especially in North America, um you know, bigger, better, faster, more..." (Personal

Transformation Interview with Naomi). This consumption and image driven outlook did

not serve her well. Like so many women, her recreational activities were centered on

body-shaping over well-being or concern for having a meaningful experience, ".
. .but it

was always about you know that, swimming was about getting in the pool and um, you

know doing the work out, you. . .it was just about that activity - I never did things for the

purpose of doing them, always a goal oriented person..." (Personal Transformation

Interview with Naomi). Reflecting on her father's death she tells me how external

preoccupation and other-focused orientation distracted her from her own feelings and

demonstrated her lack of a grounded sense of self

I did not have good coping mechanisms; with my Dad I was still in the

external you know, ofhow you dress and how you look and how you

know, how other people perceive you instead of you know, in-going-out, it

was all out-going-in, it makes it so much more difficult to get through

those life changing events. (Personal Transformation Interview with

Naomi)

In the last eight years, Naomi has slowly and steadily moved into a more

conscious and internally driven life-space in which she feels healthier and more centered.
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The first movements towards these changes were simultaneously inspired by Maggie

maturing and a series of nature-based experiences,

Maggie's pushing away um, which is like I think the normal process but

then I'm all of the sudden filled with anxiety "what should I do, what am 1

going to do, oh my god!" I you know, 1 thrive on being busy um, all of

the sudden 1 was just jumping out ofmy skin, I'm you know, now I'm

fi-antic because I don't have to do what I did before - what's my life

supposed to be now? (Personal Transformation Interview with Naomi)

But before Maggie began to push away, they embarked on a journey to Colorado

that brought Naomi out ofher usual routines and into the great outdoors. Visiting family

in Colorado, Naomi, a very home-centered person, already felt out ofher comfort zone.

However a chance airport encounter with a charming cowboy led to Naomi agreeing to

accompany her eight year old horse loving daughter on a horse packing adventure

through the San Juan Mountains. This first intensive nature-based experience was the

first ofmany transformative experiences with nature. As Naomi shared in her

Demographic Information Sheet, her appetite for nature grew fi-om there and since then

almost every year she has sought out a different experience with nature.

It seems over the last 8 to 1 years I have been leaning toward more

outdoor, nature-based vacations, i.e. horse ranch in Colorado, Dog
Sledding - Northern Minnesota, several Edge adventures - canoeing,

kayaking, a Vision Quest in 2005. Vacations that do not have an outdoor

purpose - a wedding in Arizona, we found opportunities to experience

nature and the outdoors. For me there hasn't been one specific experience

that led to change but rather a series of experiences that led to gradual,

incredible change, and a wonderful contentment, (p. 1)

Naomi's appetite for nature was motivated by the unique lived experience of nature-

based leisure; it was unlike anything she had ever encountered. She experienced nature

as a special place for rediscovering her self and for interacting with her world in ways she

never had before.
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Um I think because of the work that I've done, that's all been nature

based, I think um it's been all such positive experiences, that you know
you can't go back. Like, once you're awakened to this, once you're

awakened to this um this life and what's out there you can't really get it

anywhere else, it's, you know, like the other things that I've done to try to

feel good, you know the outward things like, I'll get a new outfit or I'll get

a manicure or it's yeah, that's good and it lasts about 20 minutes but the

feelings you get are so much deeper when you can appreciate and it's a

prayerful, spiritual experience and when you can get that as much as you

want just by stepping out the door. (Personal Transformation Interview

with Naomi)

These nature-based experiences provided Naomi with not only a unique context and set

of activities but also the opportunity to engage with people who were either on a similar

seeking path or more importantly, those who were living out their dreams, leading

lifestyles she had never considered. These many and varied nature-based experiences

have served an important function in Naomi's being, transforming her sense of self,

relationships and outlook on life.

By now I hope you feel somewhat familiar and comfortable with who the co-

researchers are and with their unique lived contexts. These descriptive narrative

biographies were intended to give the reader a foundation fi-om which to move forward

into a description of co-researchers' experiences of and perspectives on their experiences

of nature-based leisure and personal transformation. Chapter 5 will continue with a focus

on the individual depictions of the essence.
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CHAPTER 5

The layout of Chapters 4, 5 and 6 are best viewed as building blocks towards the

essence of the intersection. Chapter 4 laid the necessary groundwork for understanding

the situatedness of co-researchers' lives. Chapter 5 goes one step further, providing in-

depth, thick description of individual co-researcher accounts of the phenomenon, as well

as collective definitions of personal transformation and nature, and a summarizing

description of the transformative outcomes of all co-researchers. The collective

definitions of personal transformation and nature are necessary to consider in order to

more clearly understand the individual depictions of the essence. Furthermore, the

individual depictions of the essence provided in the second section of Chapter 5 are

necessary for the reader to consider in order to be able to decide for himself/herself

whether the composite depiction provided in Chapter 6 is relevant to the reader's own

situation or understanding. Finally, a collective perspective on the transformative ^

outcomes of co-researchers' encounters with the phenomenon is also provided because it

is important to outline as part of the progress towards describing the composite depiction

of the essence in Chapter 6. Thus, the individual and collective co-researcher voices in

this chapter are the building blocks for understanding the final culminating piece, the

creative synthesis in Chapter 6, including a composite depiction of the essence as

expressed by a collective voice.

Before exploring the co-researchers' detailed and varied accounts of the

intersection of personal transformation and nature-based leisure I have provided

summative descriptive definitions of nature and personal transformation. These

"definitions" are a result of the collective voice of co-researchers and by understanding
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these foundational concepts it is easier to move through their individual experiences.

These collective definitions are an addition to the usual heuristic presentation of findings,

and were included because most heuristic research does not deal with an intersecting

phenomenon and thus this particular research needs slightly more clarification and

background information than single-concept heuristic research. The meanings associated

with these definitions are not to be seen as endpoints in themselves, but are foundational

to understanding individual perspectives of the essence.

Co-researcher Constructions ofNature and Personal Transformation

The following section on co-researcher constructions of nature and personal

transformation are summative descriptions as experienced and understood by the co-

researchers as a collective voice. These constructions were developed through a review

of individual perspectives and were then brought together to create descriptive definitions

of personal transformation and a contextualizing outline of the perceptions of and beliefs

about nature. By outlining personal transformation and nature, the intention was to

provide a foundation fi-om which the essence of the phenomenon could be more

transparently examined in the second section of Chapter 5 (individual depictions) and

Chapter 6 (composite depiction). Co-researcher voices were embedded to demonstrate

the shared (or divergent) understandings of their experiences, although for simplicity, not

all voices were used to demonstrate each dimension - each voice will be clear in the

individual depictions.
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According to co-researchers' reports, nature was an integral contributor to their

transformative experiences. Each co-researcher sought or embraced nature as a special

lived context for (re)discovering himself/herself Although they had unique perspectives

and language to describe how nature had contributed to, or created their transformative

experience, there was an overarching theme to the value and role nature played. What

are most pertinent to highlight were their descriptions of humans as a part of nature; their

awareness of the totality of nature; their deep sense of connection to nature; their view of

nature as the embodiment of truth; and finally their identification with the rhythms of

nature. These perspectives serve to foreshadow the description and discussion of the

essence of the intersection of nature-based leisure and personal transformation.

Humans as apart ofnature. It must first be understood that all co-researchers

believed humans to be a part of nature. They either originally felt or developed a close

sense of relatedness to nature.

I am one of those people that thinks ofhumans as animals; we are animals.

You know, when someone's like "oh we're not animals" I'm like "oh yes

we are" [laughs], "just crazy animals" [laughs]! Oh definitely, humans are

nature, anything natural to me is part ofnature, you know plastics and

stuff like that are not part of nature. (Nature Interview with Adele,

emphasis added)

There was agreement that humans are physically as much a part of nature as a flower or a

bird. The conscious human animal however, has a distinguishing characteristic, the

capability of intentional, rationalized behaviour. Thus the harm that humans were said to

often cause to nature, made us different ft^om the rest of nature.

I would say [humans] are part of the system, we are nature but... I look at

us as being um, creating trauma, [laughs] to the Earth right ...So yeah it's

like I think maybe humans are almost, like a, we're definitely part of
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nature, we are nature.... 1 mean deep down we're just products ofthe

Earth right. (Nature Interview with Quinn, emphasis added)

This differentiating characteristic ofhumans will be seen to play out in co-researchers'

discussions ofhow nature embodies an altruistic purpose, their identification with the

riiythms of nature, as well as their deep sense of connection to nature and of course, in

their transformative outcomes.

The totality ofnature. Both in a physical and non-physical sense, the co-

researchers expressed - in varying ways - the thought of nature as being everywhere

and/or permeating everything. "Nature is an infinite sphere whose centre is everywhere

and whose circumference is nowhere" (unknown author, quote provided by Adele). In

practical terms this meant that pieces of nature could be found anywhere, like seeing a

river flowing through a big city fi^om the vantage point of a highrise window. "Um I think

[nature is] anything that's not manmade, so you can pretty much find it you know

anywhere if you look hard enough you know, whether obviously the normal stuff, trees,

grass" (Nature Interview with Naomi, emphasis added). Adele also expressed this sense

of her awareness of and appreciation for nature's presence, as she was telling me nature

was an important setting for her transformative experiences:

And the settings always seem to be completely out in the middle of

nowhere in the wilderness or while observing some phenomenon ofnature

so-to-speak. Whether a magnificent sunset over [my University] when

I'm walking to the car one night, and even though I'm not completely in

the middle of the wilderness but it's that I have, that I notice these things,

that totally brings me back to the whole realm of you know our great earth

and who we are treading upon it. (Personal Transformation Interview with

Adele, emphasis added)

The former perspective, that nature is literally everywhere and permeates

everything was described using either secular or spiritual language. The message was
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consistent across all co-researchers however that there is an interconnection between all

things and beings, and that interconnection is nature. Adele was most vocal about this

concept in secular terms:

Nature is what makes the world go round, it's what ties everything

together, it's the life breath ofeverything that exists. ... for me when 1 like

look at nature or think of nature, 1 don't just think of nature but the bio-

complexity of it, like how everything is intricate and effecting each other

and you know the type of tree there is influencing the other trees that grow

around it you know. So nature to me is kind ofthe life source of

everything that is I guess you could say. (Nature Interview with Adele,

emphasis added)

You know it's definitely not a religion, it's not something that I

idolize or that I'm like "wow, there's energy" [laughing] you know, it's

more just like everyday it's there and it's to be respected and that's part of .-y

how, 1 think that 's how we 're all connected as humans and how nature 's

all connected and how ecosystems are connected like everything, I think :

that's part of the communication of things like there's the, the physical

like sound communication and tactile communications and stuff but I i* a'

think this is almost like the sixth sense ofcommunications between things

and I think that science can't yet fully explain it (Nature Interview with

Adele, emphasis added)

Maya expressed this concept of the interconnection of all things in a more

spiritual sense, describing this energetic connection linked to a heightened spiritual

awareness.

Emily - Did your evolving relationship with [your horse] have anything to

do with your various transformations?

Maya - 1 would say yes, yeah. 'Cause it's about awareness 1 think,

understanding that more - that you know, the whole connection, the

oneness, um, resonance part of things, that things vibrate you know, how
um that effects things you know your mood, your body language, all of

those things, yes, yes, I've become so aware of all of that stuff, all of that

stuffhow it affects and yes, very much so. As I've grown in my awareness

ofmy spiritual self I've definitely had a transformative experience, an

increased awareness ofthe interconnection ofall things [unclear].

(Personal Transformation Interview with Maya, emphasis added)

Regardless of the language used, the resulting idea was that nature (i.e. energy. Spirit)

weaves together all things and beings in an intricate, connected system that begins and
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ends with nature. This perspective influenced all co-researchers to carry with them a

constant awareness of nature, whether it be a heightened awareness and appreciation of

natural phenomena occurring within urban centres or feeling more tuned into a more

profound sense of awareness of the intricacies of the interdependence of all of life. These

perspectives were heightened by (or evolved out of) their transformative experiences with

nature, experiences which all occurred within close proximity to, or within full

immersion in nature. -r u \k

A deep sense ofconnection. Each co-researcher had one (or more) special

place(s) within a natural setting with which they felt connected; these are the places they

associated with their transformative experiences. Co-researchers used the language of

wholeness with(in), oneness with(in), and appreciation of nature to describe their sense of

cormection and place. Quinn spoke of the importance of developing a relationship with a

specific place, "you can go out in nature and you can go to all kinds of different places,

but 1 think the more you go to the same spot, it's almost like you a build a trust between

what's there and yourself (Personal Transformation Interview with Quinn). This type of

relationship and sense of safety was echoed by other participants who attributed their

transformative experiences to feeling accepted and thus being open to learning about

themselves within that environment:

Maya - ...The unassuming part of it, you know, it is there right. Yeah the

unassuming part of it, it's just 1 don't know, it's just peacefialness for me.

Emily - Nature is unassuming of you?

Maya - Yes, it's just like you know you can be here and it 's not asking

anything ofyou oryou asking anything of it, it's just you're here. It has

life in it, it has a vibrancy of it's own, it has a just so much beauty. I think

the biggest thing is the peacefulness. (Nature Interview with Maya,

emphasis added)
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Feeling free from assumptions, expectations, roles, and externally imposed norms was a

major factor in co-researchers developing a kind of relationship with their special place(s)

in nature. This relationship or sense ofplace led to a deep sense of connection to and

appreciation for nature, which further contributed to openness to exploring and

experiencing themselves in relation to nature.

Nature, the embodiment oftruth. Nature as embodied truth was a concept that

came up repeatedly with all co-researchers. Nature was seen as being what it is, without

external influence or interference, it simply "is what it is" and each physical

manifestation of nature was thus perceived to serve its intended purpose. Some co-

researchers labelled this purpose as the truth or the meaning of its existence; a purpose

that serves the greater good and benefits all. Others talked about truth of purpose by

what it is not, such as causing trauma or harmfiil disruption of that which would

otherwise exist in a harmonious and beneficially reciprocal state - a description reserved

for some human behaviour.

Maya's immediate and enthusiastic response to the question ofhow she would

define nature began with a discussion of truth:

How would I define nature? My goodness! All those things that are bom
purposefully [laughs] that know their true purpose [laughing], rather than

um swayedfrom their original course... Yes, so that's what 1 think about

nature, I would say that it's the things that are no matter what through

time. I know they evolve but without the um interference ofman. That's

what 1 would think about nature. Nature is yes, the salmon being the

salmon, the horse being the horse, or the dog being the dog right so you

think of circuses or zoos or stuff like that that's not necessarily nature,

that's a replication of what - because truly they cannot survive in those

environments, 'cause they're artificial, they're not self-sustaining, that

sort of thing. That's what 1 would say nature is. It has its own evolution,

um, and you know what, it benefits everything, it benefits the whole. ;

(Nature Interview with Maya, emphasis added)
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Clearly nature was seen as a model for living life with an intrinsically derived purpose

which served to benefit others. Thus to be living in a natural way as a human, as a true

part of nature, was said to necessitate this kind of behaviour, to be somewhat selfless and

live a conscious life, aware of the implications of one's actions and thus choosing

behaviours that benefit all.

Emily - You said nature is things without interference ofman, is, are

humans part of nature to you?

Maya - Yes, very much so, as long as I would say it's once again it's for

good ofeverybody 's well-being, notfor a secular, singularpurpose or

group. ... 'Cause definitely nature does, and when we don 't interfere with

our own process too we benefit the whole planet and its well-being. ... So

yeah I do believe that we've lost our way, um a lot of the time, especially

with our consumerism and our materialism. So yes we are a part of

nature, when we are in harmony with the whole concept ofwhat the world

is. (Nature Interview with Maya, emphasis added)

Naomi expanded on this concept of the altruistic outcomes of embodying the truth of

being that nature models. She believed that living in harmony with one's intended

purpose and truth resulted in the human expression of innate, naturally benevolent

characteristics.

Emily - Do you consider humans a part of nature?

Naomi - Um, I think so, some, more than others, I think the spirit thatyou

carry with you um / would think of it as more nature-oriented than others,

warmth, um, compassion those kinds of things. (Nature Interview with

Naomi, emphasis added)

Thus, co-researchers viewed nature as a model for truth of purpose that results in

seamless reciprocity, harmony and benefit for all of nature, including humans. Co-

researchers believed that for humans to recognize a personal truth of purpose and to

actualize that awareness was to pursue the truth of their personal meaning of life. This

perspective of nature as a valued model of truth was not necessarily held prior to their

transformative experiences with nature, but has become integrated into their perspective
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of the importance of nature to their transformations. Furthermore, this perception of and

belief in the truth of nature was often described as standing in rather stark contrast to the

lived experience ofmodem Western society, a discrepancy which contributed to a sense

of awakening upon encountering the truth of purpose, ways, and rhythms of nature.

Inspiring rhythm. Just as nature provided a model for what it means to live life

from a place of personal truth or with an altruistic sense of purpose, co-researchers also

expressed the importance of nature in modeling a desirable rhythm and pace of life.

Unlike the pace and rhythm of urban life, the pace and rhythm of nature was perceived to

be healthier, infused with patience, and embodying the naturalness of growth, creativity

and transformation. Co-researchers shared all sorts of stories and metaphors ofhow

nature showed them a different rhythm of life, Adele told stories of watching and being

inspired and soothed by the cycles of life of the animal kingdom; Quinn told me about the

sense of serenity and profound quiet that overcame him when snorkelling; Naomi told me

of the feeling of at once ease and inspiration about life's possibility while watching the

sunrise over Round Lake; and Maya shared these thoughts when I asked her of the

importance ofnature to her: . ;

Maya - The importance ofnature to me, um, oh I could tell you about

rhythm, just how it's helped me to establish my own rhythm. . ..

Emily - How does it, rhythm, you said [nature] helps you establish your

own rhythm, how so?

Maya - It creates patience right [Xan^s], patience is one ofmy least

favourite things [laughing]. And it teaches me that ''cause it takes time.

Just like when things happen, you know happen, you can't force it, what

do you get, you don't get the stability or the strength of that situation or

whatever you're wanting to create. Um, so yeah patience is a big thing

and again, change right, [nature] doesn 't stay the same, it has it's cycles

or it's rhythms that it goes through - seasons, or having not a lot of rain

one year or too much rain another year and um, just all of those things, c. . -I

Emily - Is it like a mirror for you?
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Maya - Yeah, yeah I could use it as a mirror. 1 think that's one of the

things that I've started holding onto, sorry connecting to, I take that word

back, that I'm connecting to about myself and that re-creating myself

'cause / can 't be the same, even though sometimes you thinkyou should be

butyou can never be, and you cannot necessarily be like you were 10

years ago or anything like that right. 'Cause your life experiences are

different, you know, you 've discovered differentpieces ofyourselffor that

puzzle that's coming into some sense of stability, some form, as opposed

to being chaotic, you know it has form and structure that compliments

each other now and I become you know, more ofa stablefoundation as

opposed to something that has a lot of spaces and cracks and stuff and not

as solid. Yeah that's all I think I can say on that for now. (Nature

Interview with Maya)

The rhythms of nature did not only inspire reflection on the pace and rhj^hm of

co-researchers' own lives, but it also demonstrated and inspired reflection on the colour,

variety, playflilness, and continual renewal within nature. All co-researchers told me of

an expanded sense or discovery of their own creative ability. They shared stories of

embracing change and evolution in their own sense of self and aspirations. They were

opened to the simple joys and opportunities that their everyday life presented. Nature

seemed to have provided all co-researchers with an abundance of metaphors or "lessons"

(as some described). It also provided an emotionally safe space, grounded in its own

truth, which allowed co-researchers to feel open to self (re)discovery and expression

within this perceived authentic context.

Personal Transformation

Personal transformation was described as a pointed moment of clarity or

awareness that had an ongoing and multi-faceted developmental impact, shifting

paradigms, realigning one's sense of self and outlook. This moment of clarity was often

described as an "ah-ha" moment; an experience of tuning in to a personal or universal

truth that was not recognized prior to that moment. This kind of realization however, did
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not constitute a transformation unless the perception of change leads to action or

behavioural change - an ongoing process of continued insights and growth.

Co-researchers mainly described and defined personal transformation in terms of

affected dimensions of self or experiences and perspectives of the self Naomi gave a list

of areas of her self affected by personal transformation: "the main groups I'd say [are]:

spiritual, physical, emotional" (Personal Transformation Interview with Naomi). The

impact ofpersonal transformation on these dimensions of self were rarely spoken about

in isolation, rather these dimensions of selfwere more often affected in some

combination. Quinn expressed this notion of the interconnecting dimensions in which a

person may experience and act on transformation.

Changing one's self, whether it's physical, mental or spiritual, to become

something that you weren't previous to that, that changeover, it can be one

or all of those thing and I find that one can effect the others.... to ftilly

transform for the better, to make a successfiil transformation you have to

be open and willing to transform all of those things, not just one. (Personal

Transformation Interview with Quinn)

A shift in any dimension of a person's conception of their sense of self could have

implications in their relationships or outlook on life, or vice versa, although in this study

self and outlook seemed to be the dominant dimensions of transformation. The

cumulative outcome of changes within the dimensions of self, relationships, and outlook

on life were often discussed as being a re-visioning of one's purpose in life. "Um, so

yeah, so that's what 1 would say about that,[personal transformation is] about finding my

purpose, that whole process of doing that" (Personal Transformation Interview with

Maya). Simply identifying a prospect of a purpose was a transformative moment for

some but ultimately it is the act of pursuing that purpose in some form that actualizes

these new awarenesses.
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Active andpurposeful engagement. Another important factor in transformation

was the actualization of change once a new awareness or perspective had entered a

person's conscious mind. Adele expands on this idea of transformation being more than

a moment ofreaHzation, it is the implementation ofnew insights or perspectives: "It's

not like the actual transformation can be instant, but I think to hold onto the

transformation and really transform as a person, you have to nurture it" (Personal

Transformation Interview with Adele, emphasis added). Thus a person's transformative

awareness is translated into behavioural and other changes through a conscious realigning

of priorities and making adjustments to one's life in accordance with said new awareness

of self, relationship, or outlook on life. -* i.e.. .

Co-researchers reported the dual occurrence of epochal and incremental

transformation. Personal transformation was often experienced as a single moment of

awareness - "ah-ha" - however the resulting changes were more process-oriented and

often inspired further reflection, awareness and change. Co-researchers also expressed

the idea that transformation is not usually a one-time experience but more of a journey of

sequential experiences and awarenesses:

Um, transformation for me is I guess um, it's a process, it's not just ;

something that one day happens, it's um, I don't think it's something that

really ever ends either, I think it's something that um, it's an ongoing

thing Transformation for me is something that's really open like it's

almost like an infinite thing [laughs] like you could really, it could go

anywhere and it can go for as long as you want it to. (Personal

Transformation Interview with Quinn) I , '

Naomi not only continues to benefit and learn fi-om her transformative experiences well

past the event, she understands personal transformation to be an ongoing "... process of

finding contentment, calm, peace, and um, those would probably be - spiritualness..."
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(Personal Transformation Interview with Naomi). Thus, transformation is a conscious

process of active and purposeftil engagement with the goal of actualizing a new

perspective or awareness that brings calm and a sense of personal congruence.

Openness to change. In their own ways, each co-researcher expressed a degree of

discomfort or dissatisfaction with their life circumstances or self prior to the

transformation. The unsettledness was discussed as a need for openness to

transformation but not necessarily a desire for a specific outcome or change. "I will have

to tell you I think I'm seeking it sometimes subconsciously, but not always aware of, but

sometimes knowing I need to do this because there is something there for me to

understand or to move me to another place" (Personal Transformation Interview with

Maya). Although the co-researchers were not necessarily consciously seeking an

experience to change their lives, they said that upon looking back, the awareness or

changes that they came into were just what they needed.

I think it probably starts with the end result where um for me it was the

searchingfor something which I really didn 't know what it was when I

started but that got me to the point where you understand where you need

to be, kind of what you need to be doing. (Personal Transformation

Interview with Naomi, emphasis added)

Once they encountered their first transformative experience, they each expressed being

more consciously open to change and growth and as Naomi says, "I think once you start

seeking, then things, if you're open to it, things fall into your lap" (Personal

Transformation Interview with Naomi). Just as their transformative journeys began

somewhat unexpectedly, their ongoing learning and transformative encounters continue

to reveal themselves unexpectedly when they are open to it. . 41
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The co-researchers also expressed the belief that personal transformation is

possible for all people, however they stated that others would have to find their way to

this experience on their own, it is not something that can be forced. Maya simply

believes in the inherent good in the world and in all people and that it simply takes a

change in perspective to open a person to the opportunities to learn and grow.

. . .everything has a purpose right, me, my humanness, my um small-

mindedness, prevents me from seeing that you know that realistically all

energy is neutral, it has the same amount of positive and negative ions and

it's my, it's what I choose to view it as, if I choose to say there are too

many positive or too many negative ions, and it's me who defines that

situation. (Personal Transformation Interview with Maya) 4

Quinn believed that exposure to nature could have the same impact on others that it had

on him. "If you take anyone out there you get in the right um, the right setting and the

right amount of time and they'll comeback [to nature] guaranteed. Hmmmm. Yeah.

[laughs]" (Nature Interview with Quinn).

Retrospectively aware. Not only were co-researchers' transformative experiences

unexpected and unconsciously sought, they were not necessarily aware ofthe magnitude

ofthe experience until it had passed. n ;t.

...with this transformative experience with nature so-to-speak it wasn't

until I removed myself from the setting, from nature, and went back to

my daily routine, the daily grind that used to be the norm to me but now
all ofthe sudden I felt alienated in my own world so-to-speak, that I

realized that I was no longer the person that I used to be. . .You know it's

hard to pinpoint the exact day that this happened - it wasn't an exact

moment, it was a cumulative amount of time of being in that setting but

I remember coming back to [university] to go back to classes

and...every single thing seemed so different and so - in certain respects

- glaringly wrong. . . (Personal Transformation Interview with Adele).

This awareness that something had changed, that their outlook or perspective had shifted

without ftjll recognition of what had happened was a common experience. This
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retrospective awareness of the significance of what they had experienced was often

described as entering into their consciousness through incremental retrospective learning

and understanding.

So you go through it and you um [laughs] you experience it and then you

know, they say the real quest begins after you've left and you're back into

the real world and you try to get back in there and so it was, there were

little things that 1 was aware of immediately, but then there were other

things that come long after. Like 1 still feel like I benefit from that

experience. (Personal Transformation Interview with Naomi)

Thus, from the perspective of co-researchers personal transformation is both an

epochal awareness and in incremental implementation of that learning. It is a process of

actualizing change, ofongoing and increasing awareness inspired by one or more

catalytic encounters that become incorporated into a person's definition of their life's

purpose and sense of self. Interestingly however, such transformations are only possible

when a person is open to learning or changes, often due to some degree of discomfort or

dissatisfaction with their current life circumstance or sense of self And finally

transformation culminates in behavioural and conceptual changes in the varying

dimensions of a person's sense of self, their relationships, and outlook on life.

Individual Depictions ofthe Essence

The challenge with this section was to put co-researcher voices at the fore and to quiet

my narrative voice, while bringing together their various quotes on different dimensions

of the phenomenon ranging from one line to an entire page. Most heuristic studies

simply string together block quotes without any other voice present, however those types

of studies are only looking at one emotion or experience such as feeling lonely, not the

intersection of a cognitive-behavioural experience and the tacit experience of a place.
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Thus my compromise was to remain true to the tradition of using large block quotations

and occasionally having sequential quoting without any narration but also using narration

as a kind of guide through the co-researchers' journeys. Artefacts are imbedded within

the individual depictions and were usually accompanied by an especially large quote

from the co-researcher explaining its meaning. Some quotes are over a page in length,

but I found it necessary to include this as to allow co-researchers' own voices to be heard

explaining the symbolic representation of the essence of the phenomenon. Although

there is some variability between co-researchers in terms of formatting or ordering their

individual depictions, the general approach was to begin with their perspectives on

nature, then nature-based leisure and finally their transformative outcomes. The

following individual depictions should be read in the spirit of description, not

comparison.

Emily

It seems that the most effective way for me to share my personal depiction of the

essence of personal transformation and nature-based leisure is to lead you through the

progression ofmy experiences. My experiences have been a succession of

transformative encounters with nature from various "ah-ha" moments through to the -i

actualization of said awarenesses. My relationship with and perspective on nature have

evolved alongside my increasing awareness of self and other. Without a doubt, my

transformative experiences with nature began as experiences ofdominance and

accomplishment and progressed through to experiences of connection and belonging.

The interpretation of the relationship 1 held with my immediate environment at any given

point along my journey was indicative of not only my sense of self but also the social
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reality that I perceived in other dimensions ofmy life. The most pertinent experiences of

my journey have been: Outward Bound (OB), travelling through New Zealand and y

Australia, the National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS), Brock University and

working at a retreat centre in Northern Ontario.

My intensive foray into nature-based leisure experiences began in 2001 with a 21-

day hiking and mountaineering program with Outward Bound (OB). This trip was

without a doubt the most important and life changing experience ofmy life, as a whole,

this trip was an "ah-ha" experience that I would struggle to bring into actualization over

the years that followed. ; s. .:.; Ajthu

I began this OB program as an insecure, depressed, sexually-objectified,

superficial, food and body obsessed, 21 year old woman. 1 was dissatisfied with my self

and confused by my place in society. Likewise, my perspective on nature was equally

objectified and steeped in a feeling of disassociation, although thinking about nature gave

me a sense of hope. OB seemed like an exciting adventure, as well as a promising

"empty" space, a clean slate if you will, for me to reconsider myself and to maybe get

into the most fantastic shape ofmy life and thus chase away all ofmy sadness and

confusion. I wrote the following passage the night before my adventure began: "I have a

lot to prove to myself and a lot of self-confidence to gain - I know that it won't all just

come to me but I hope this gets me going down the right track." (Emily's OB Journal).

Nature was a stage in which 1 was going to act out my romanticized notions of nature as a

blank slate for my own self-obsessed issues and indulgences.

As 1 progressed through the OB course I found some ofmy hopes were coming

true. By mid-course my self-anxiety had almost melted away, I felt strong, competent,
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healthy and engaged. And even though I by no means made friends-for-life on this

course, there was a sense that we were a trusting and (relatively) non-judging community

doing our best to work together with some degree of tolerance for the various loads of

emotional baggage we brought with us. In the physical and social context of this OB

experience, I recognized a unique way of both interacting and also a space in which I

could more clearly understand myself. On day four of the trip I joumalled that "People's

true personalities are starting to shine through more which is both good and bad. I guess

everyone has their faults - I'm sure that things that I do piss people off It's just so nice

to be away from everything. I am finding it much easier to come face-to-face with my

emotions and issues in this environment" (Emily's OB Journal). The heaviness of self

criticism that was my usual companion faded. A new dialogue emerged, a dialogue

centered on self-care and appreciation instead of self criticism:

I am really proud of myself ofhow well I'm doing out here. The

confidence in myself and others' confidence in me as a leader makes me
feel fantastic. I am doing things I never thought I'd do and learning more

about myselfnow than ever! I LOVE how out here working out and

eating are only things you do for survival. I haven't been feeling

preoccupied with my body or eating at all! So much to think about, some

words to think about: integrity, clarity, flexibility, joy, strength,

compassion, spontaneity, grace, thoughtfulness, light. All of these apply

to me, to life. Love yourself for who you are! (Emily's OB Journal).

I learned that 1 am a lot stronger than I thought and that I can rely on

myself People were talking at dinner about how they are starting to trust

their boots and feet etc. but I said I am having confidence in myself- I

have the tools to do this and anything else - all I have to do is set my mind

to it, follow through, believe in myself... I am feeling stronger and fitter

both emotionally and physically. I couldn't' have made a better choice for

myself in choosing Outward Bound. I can do it! (Emily's OB Journal)

I felt freed from superficial preoccupations of self and instead was more interested

in living in the moment and getting the most out of every minute, including, day-time
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skinny dipping in glacier lakes, rising extra early to catch the sunrise, trying new skills

with less worry than usual about not being perfect. I couldn't identify what was different

but I simply felt good, I felt happy and proud ofmyself and most importantly I felt free. I

also felt "raw"; I expressed this in a letter I wrote to myself:

There's no hiding from myself out here. All the self-doubt and worry that

I have comes oozing out at the most inopportune moments, but I guess it's

a good thing 'cause out here it seems ridiculous and 1 can see that now.

But it makes me feel raw, it's really hard listening to myself and feeling

like it's not even me talking, like it's this mean voice that isn't even mine '

but I don't know how it got in me. (Letter to myself from Outward

Bound, Emily) ^ oo ('

I began to be aware of the difference of a self that was separate from the pained

self. On my first night of a three-day solo, I wrote, "it's a half hour till sundown I

don't know why I'm nervous, 1 guess I'm afraid ofbeing alone with myself, with ,
• ,v,'i;

my thoughts" (Emily's OB Journal).

Nature was the backdrop to these confrontations with myself. I saw nature as a

spectacular empty space in which 1 could reinvent myself as a strong, competent and

happy individual. I felt free from the social norms ofwhat a woman my age should look

like, be interested in, the things I should desire to consume, and the lifestyle that I should

aim for. I was free from the expectations and perspectives that friends and family had of

me. I could be me on whatever terms I wanted, there was no one there to tell me that I

was doing something that they didn't think was interesting, worthwhile or within my

capabilities. I felt much more able to understand myself and my feelings during my OB

trip, yet was aware that a very different reality faced me beyond the trip. 1 was aware of

a disconnection between the self and social context I experienced in nature versus what I

would face back in Ontario and considering that difference made me feel daunted.
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It's really nice to understand why I feel the way I do. But it's also very

frustrating too because there is no clear path to healing my wounds and

issues. Perhaps the first step is to try to be continually aware ofmy
actions and to be conscious ofwhy I am behaving a certain way at a given

time. I need to be proactive in ensuring that I live a happy and successful

life beyond this trip. I need to branch out, make new friends, start new
hobbies and activities, take school seriously, and have LOTS OF FUN! I

am the only one that will always be there for me thus I must start taking

responsibility for my feelings. (Emily's OB Journal)

Although I was in awe of the beautifiil Pacific Coast Mountains and developed a

certain feeling of comfort out there, I certainly did not have any profound moments of

thinking ofmyself as intimately interconnected with the entire ecosystem of nature. The

way 1 experienced my self and social context during OB seemed like a daunting task to

"take home", especially because of the disconnection 1 felt. Nature was separate from my

day to day life and thus the way I experienced myself in nature was separate from the self

I knew in the city. It would take me years to bridge that gap.

This picture nicely sums up my Outward Bound experience it's a fairly typical

photo - the brave student on a first peak ascent, proud, looking free and in awe. There's

no doubt it's somewhat of a cliche, but it's exactly how I felt. I felt opened to a world of

possibilities I had never considered before and more aware ofmyself and infused with a

desire to continue on that path of self discovery. However, actually stepping into the

possibilities ofmy self beyond the backcountry would take years to accomplish. To this

day, mountain terrain like this brings be back to that feeling of being amazed by and

opened to the beauty and possibility of life; today however I also feel a deep sense of

connection.
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I returned from Outward Bound full of life and enthusiasm determined to keep up

my involvement with nature; this however rapidly faded away. The urban environment

and university life was more than I could resist. Those "transferable" skills and

experiences so often talked about in outdoor recreation literature were ultimately

ineffectively "transferred". My free and empowered sense of self slipped away, a

memory much like the mountains of British Columbia. As that feeling faded, I became

increasingly aware of the discrepancy of the person I experienced at Outward Bound and

the person I experienced in the city. Three days after my return from OB, I joumalled "I

feel as though I've changed so much yet I know that's not really true, I just understand

myself better (I hope! !) I need to start acting on my intentions of taking care of myself

(Emily's OB Journal). I go on to make a list of physical things I need to do and foods I

should eat, clearly unable to translate the experience back to city living. I foolishly

thought that my feelings had more to do with the physical involvement, of feeling fit and

healthy (within nature), apparently unable or not ready to face the real demons of

perceived expectations and superficial fixafions that were plaguing me. For although I

had deeply appreciated the beauty of nature, I had not made the link as to how that space

provided such an experience - 1 would not figure that out for years, although I would
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actively search for it, returning to nature to re-connect with that free sense of self again

and again. •* - .1 : , . . ^ • ; ., • r , ^

Ever since I returned from Outward Bound, 1 had been planning and scheming,

trying to find ways to get back into that similar mind-space and physical setting. Three

years later, once I finished university I literally landed in New Zealand. I spent four

months in the backcountry ofNew Zealand and two months bouncing between the front

andbackcountry of Ausfralia. - '

My time in these two countries brought me to a place ofintense realization that I

was a happier, more centered, and authentic person in the backcountry. The slower pace

of life, meaning, beauty, and lack of superficial preoccupations that I experienced

everyday in the backcountry brought me to a heightened awareness ofmy self It was

simply nature in all it's glory and brutality, there were no distractions, and no excuses,

and I faced myself everyday and grew to accept that person. I felt free to be me, whoever

that was and to let go of everything else in the backcountry. In between hikes I would

occasionally find myself in a hostel or on a bus with other people my age who were doing

the booze/bus tours of these two magnificent countries. I felt different, I didn't care

about pub-hopping or bungee jumping and quite frankly they seemed like inauthentic and

superfluous ways to experience these countries. From my perspective, the "real" way to

get to know Australia and New Zealand was through knowing the land. My feelings

were validated by the community of like minded travellers and locals who I met on my

hikes. I valued the evenings huddled around woodstoves in backcountry huts talking

about spirituality, environmental ethics, politics, or simply the astounding beauty of that

day's hike. I was inspired by the couple in their late 70's doing an 80 kilometre hike or
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the girls of eight and ten years old with their dad on a four day adventure. It wasn't all

joyous either, I also met a mountain climber who only 2 days earlier had been on a tragic

failed ascent of Mount Cook that took the life of his best friend. Regardless of whether

my encounters in the backcountry were joyful, inspiring or deeply saddening, they felt ''<

"real", I felt real - a feeling that usually eluded me in the cities.

In contrast to Outward Bound, I found myself better able to maintain the feeling I

had in the backcountry, I was conscious of a stronger identification with and relationship

to the backcountry ofNew Zealand and Australia than the frontcountry. When I was in a

city I had only hiking clothes and shoes, I had budgeted for simple food and travel (my

thumb) and I was gloriously happy living that simple lifestyle. It was unbelievably

liberating to live a non-materialistic lifestyle, to be Emily free ofpretence or masks.

Although it could be said that I was simply adopting one stereotype for another, that's not

how it felt, it was a true recognition that this is who I was, this is what I valued and these

were the ways of engaging with life that were most meaningful to me. All I truly cared

about was taking in the backcountry scenery and enjoying the interesting characters along

the way. Unlike OB where I went from simplicity back to my usual routine and social

network, in New Zealand and Australia, I consciously chose to maintain the things that

fostered the good feelings I had in the backcountry.

I felt joyful, independent, adventurous, competent, capable and authentic. The

pace of life felt right, my body felt strong and my mind free of fear and self doubt. I

enthusiastically moved from track to track excited by the natural wonders I was bound to

see and although 1 was admittedly taking notes of peaks climbed and kilometres hiked,

that preoccupation faded quickly and quiet moments of appreciation became the most
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important. I would get up especially early to make sure I was alone on the trails, and I

often took longer than usual to get from point A to point B because I would take so much

time to just sit and appreciate an especially beautiful or peaceful place. One such

example was in Tongariro National Park, one of the busiest hiking areas in New Zealand

and a must-see of spectacular volcanic terrain. The picture below captures the three or

four hours I spent just sitting atop Mt. Ngauruhoe, looking across at Blue Lake and Lake

Taupo in the distance. My hiking partner and I spent an extra day in the park just to be

able to appreciate being there. When I look at this picture, I think of how at home I felt

both in the place and in myself, I felt connected and as though that was exactly where I

belonged. I had been in New Zealand for three and a half months at this point and was

nearing the end of my time there. I remember thinking about what I had seen and done

and how it no longer felt like an accomplishment but simply a natural way for me to be. I

felt like I belonged in nature, that I was my best and truest self out there and that I needed

to align the rest of my life with that belief.
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I developed a true love of the backcountry ofNew Zealand especially. I actually

panicked when it was time to go to Australia, I'd heard so many stories of Australia being

a non-stop party, something that I no longer valued or desired. I was very aware ofmy

sense of belonging in the backcountry and when my travels through Australia became an

unfortunate race around the country, I began to feel disassociated again, I felt lost

amongst the consumption of the tourist experience. Yet again, the grounded sense of .

self, the peacefiilness and harmony I felt with the world and my self slipped away until I

found myselfback in Ottawa and wondering yet again, why, where and when I had lost

all those good feelings. Just before I left Australia I joumalled about my anxiety of

returning to Canada:

Well here it is, Me and my self facing my ftiture and my past. I need to

start living by my own standards, I know now what I expect ofmyself so

it's time I start living up to my own standards. I do not want this life that I

have been raised in. I want adventure, nature, a simple and fulfilling

lifestyle. I want a job which keeps me outdoors, active and helping

people. I want to be surrounded by people who share my values and who
appreciate the true value of nature. I want to feel like me all the time and

to contribute to other people feeling supported to express and discover

their own self and abilities. :, \ s

Two things I was certain of following this trip were that first, I was going to find that

feeling again and hold onto it and secondly that I wanted to be involved in giving others

the chance to (re)discover themselves in the backcountry.

The following winter I began a three month Outdoor Educator Semester with the

National Outdoor Leadership School. I was with 14 other like-minded individuals who

also aspired to work in the outdoor industry. In this social setting, my identification as an

"outdoors person" was strengthened, and as such the true sense of self that I felt was

given some sort of tangible definition, but certainly did not capture it's ftill essence. I
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once again had those feelings of competence, ability, freedom, appreciation ofbeauty and

simplicity and identification with a real self.

I came to a deep sense of connection and comfort in the areas where we honed our

outdoor leadership skills. Twenty-seven days canyoneering in the Dirty Devil Canyon

region of South East Utah, seventeen days backcountry skiing south of the Tetons in

Wyoming and twenty-four days rock climbing at Split Rock and Sink's Canyon brought

me to a sense of being at home in each of these areas. I felt both at home in my

surroundings and at home in the person that I was in those places. I began to very

consciously question who I was in the backcountry, what my values were, what I liked so

much about myself and what made those feelings possible. I thought about the social and

physical environment and about how I interacted with those contexts. I did not come to

any grand conclusions except that there was more to understand and that in nature, unlike

any other places, I felt most like myself

Once again however, upon arrival home to Canada I was torn by the two

incongruent lifestyles and ways of being that 1 experienced. Somehow I got swept up in

city life each time 1 returned from these long stays in the backcountry. Each time I

returned (OB, travelling and NOLS) however, I was more and more aware of the

differences in my experience of self, ofmy environment and the perceived social values

systems that influenced my ways ofbeing. With each experience I was able to bring a

little more of that home, more self-confidence, strengthened environmental ethics and so

on. When I arrived at Brock I began to read about concepts of "transference", studies on

women's empowerment and gender-bending through outdoor experiences. I found

myself again and again finding my own experiences in the literature and yet not finding
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an answer to why 1 felt most like myself out there or how to maintain it in the

frontcountry. I remember saying to Dr. Colleen Hood and Dr. Erin Sharpe that I couldn't

quite explain what 1 felt in the backcountry except to say that I felt most like myself and

that is what I wanted to study.

This past summer after completing my interviews for this research project I found

myself involved in co-leading back-to-back trips, a Shamanic vision quest and a trip for

at-risk girls. With co-researchers' voices in the back ofmy head and trip participants'

experiences unfolding before my eyes I finally understood my self within nature:

Watching the impact of nature on the people around me is truly amazing.

A few women have been talking about how they feel all of their "disguises

and masks" are useless and unavailable out here and so they feel they must

step into their real self- but don't really know who that is, or how to

access "her". It's like watching my Outward Bound experience unfold in

third-person.

I feel very much myself out here. I feel competent and caring,

more aware and in-tune, in harmony with the world and with myself. I

feel 1 am both gentler and more real - less whining, fear and self-doubt.

Nature is at once totally accepting ofme, the real me, the uninhibited,

adventurous and aware person - and totally unforgiving of mindlessness,

lack of self and other awareness. It is a place and space that demands I

tune-in, be mindftil of self, other and environment and it is also a friendly,

welcoming, accepting place to experience my self- perhaps because

nature "is what it is" and thus models acceptance that we are who we are.

Somehow when I'm out here, I feel more beautiful, more complete

and more at peace with all that is in me, others and all around. When I'm

here, everything including me is quite obviously just as they should be.

(Emily's Journal, Summer 2007)
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Looking at the picture above I remember hiking alone in unpredictable weather and

feeling very uncertain about my decision to go alone and to take the route I was on. Just

as I was about to turn back down the mountain, the sun broke through the clouds and

shone right to me in the thick of the forest. I felt encouraged to continue to follow my

path and be hopeful for the ridgeline walk ahead of me. When I look this picture I am

reminded of how nature has served a central role in inspiring, motivating and allowing

me to move towards a truth of self and way of being. Today I see myself as an unfolding

being who learns and grows with each life experience but who is grounded in a truth of

self that emanates most purely in relation to/with nature.
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Adele

The first thing Adele tells me about her understanding and experience of personal

transformation and nature-based leisure is that, "...well, it's difficult to put into words..."

(Personal Transformation Interview with Adele). As we move through our conversations

however, she finds the words to describe how nature-based experiences have played a

pivotal role in transforming her sense of self and outlook on life. Adele' s first artefact

includes two pictures, and the first of two pictures captures not only the physical setting

of her transformative experiences but it is also a literal snapshot of her "before"

perspective and sense of self: more superficially-oriented, unquestioning and detached.

This is like a lake with trees and . . . you go through here and the wildlife

station is over here and this is the end and this is the lake and it's like the

physical manifestation ofnature and what I saw before like this is what I

would see when I went camping withfriends and when 1 went canoeing

and when I first arrived there. . . for most people [picture 1] is all they see

for people who haven't gone through a transformation... Like you know
so many people don 't get what is hovering around them. . . (Nature

Interview with Adele, emphasis added)
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During her time at the wilderness research station Adele's appreciation for nature

evolved and complexified. In scientific terms she came to a much more profound

appreciation of the human interconnection with nature and in philosophical terms she

began to recognize nature as a source of truth, an unfettered space or collective entity

which is only primitively understood. She moved into a space of deep connection and

conscious awareness ofhow the earth and all of nature provides for her and how she in

turn should shape her behaviour and life to give back.

I don't know if I want to say that I have a more intimate relationship with

nature, but I definitely have put my relationship that I have with nature at

theforefront ofthings. . .my relationship with nature in terms of like

"Mother Nature" if you want to use that term, I just have, I wouldn't call

myself a religious person and even a spiritual person is kind of on the cusp

of not really but it's more like I see that as being like The Being that we
should all respect and we all shouldyou know, pay homage to so-to-

speak...we need to take a step back and realize what the real important

things are in terms of our survival and our well being . . . / respect the

earth Iyou know want to contribute to it um and Ifeel like I give to the

earth and the earth gives back to me, whether it be a spiritual level or a ;

physical level and I feel fortunate that I have gone through that and that I

am aware of that. (Personal Transformation Interview with Adele,

emphasis added)

Witnessing the natural rhythms and ways of nature were an important part of her

transformative experience. Adele describes the transformative intersection of nature in

terms of being drawn back into nature. For once she was drawn back in, watching

animals come and go, sunsets and sunrises, she slowly became to identify herselfmore

intimately with that process, the rhythm and with the interconnection. s

Adele - 1 can't really pinpoint exactly where my transformative experience

happened 1 think it was more of a cumulative thing over a few, like it

started to happen watching thatfirst sunset or something and then it may «!i

have been when 1 was paddling out there by myself, like I used to love

going for early morning paddles at like 4am when the sun was starting to

rise and 'cause that's when you'd really see all the animals out and the

physical things going on andyou know and Ijust loved watching the
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transitionfrom night to day and all the nocturnal animals leaving and all

ofthe day animals coming and stuff .... I couldn't really just like

[transform] in one little thing, 1 couldn't just pick one location or just one

thing 'cause my transformative experience happened in nature, like nature

isn 'tjust one spotfor it 's like the whole thing, so like it wasn't necessarily

just there that it happened but it'sjust one ofthe spots that I could go to

and be like "wow " you know, like listening to the springpeepers in the

spring andjust like you know being drawn back into nature. (Nature

Interview with Adele, emphasis added)

When Adele was paddling across a quiet lake, basking in the sun on an isolated

beach or simply sitting and enjoying the serenity of witnessing nature all around her she

tells me she feels liberated. This is not an exuberant liberation, but as she calls it, more

of a "Zen-like state" of oneness and belonging. "Yeah I guess it's really hard to use one

word to explain it, 1 guess it's just this overall sense ofselfand of who you are and where

you are and a sense ofbelonging; like you know how youfit into the world, into the

whole system, into the whole ecosystem" (Personal Transformation Interview with

Adele, emphasis added). It is this very awareness of belongingness and connection to all

of nature that held a key dimension to her transformation.

I think it's just an innate need to be a part ofnature and a lot ofpeople

don 't realize it and I didn't realize that until I was thrown into it and then I

was like "oh, alright, this is where Ifeel like me, this is where Ifeel like

you know, a human being that is supposed to be on this Earth,'' not you

know Adele who lives in [Ontario], that is biologist that does this, that and

the other thing. (Nature Interview with Adele, emphasis added)

When Adele began her time up North, she thought she knew her self very well,

and she did, but only in relation to others. She came to discover that "1 was a pawn of

society..." (Nature Interview with Adele). Her newfound sense of belonging and

connectedness within a context of perceived truth and naturalness allowed her to realize

how many external factors were influencing her definition and perception of herself
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. . .we're bombarded by ads on TV, by billboards on the street and ifyou

don V have the chance to remove yourselffrom all of that whether it be for

a day or for an hour or [laughs] four months then I don 't thinkyou get to

reallyfully understand who you are as an individual and you're always

kind ofmoulding yourself into your friends and who's around you and I

think that was a big thing for me, / think Ifinally realized who I was.

(Personal Transformation Interview with Adele, emphasis added)

She began to experience and understand herself as a selfbeyond the familiar social role

expectations or externally influenced self perceptions. "It's kind ofput my whole life

goals more into perspective, for Me the person, not for me the daughter or the girlfriend

or the student but it's about what I want to do" (Personal Transformation Interview with

Adele). "Yeah, it's more of a coming from within, it's more ofmy True person coming

out so-to-speak it's almost like nature gave me the ability to identify who I was and to

become that person'^ (Nature Interview with Adele, emphasis added). She tells me that

this "True person" is an instinctual one, for as she views it, her true self is one that she

experiences in those moments of intense awareness of her interconnection to all of nature.

I think that almost was the sense I got like it was more ofmy animal

instinct working with nature in that respect, it was more like me giving

myselfa chance to be an animal where you canjust sit and become one

with nature like become one with this whole ecosystem....under^o'xng that

initial intense like transformation that ''^I am apart ofthis whole crazy

thing we call nature"" you know ... that's something you go through like

learning how to walk or learning how to talk, you just learn how to, it was

more like regaining my instincts kind ofto become part ofnature and I

think that once you get that, this whole thing is like learning how to ride a

bike, you know once you learn how to be that, once you 're back in touch

with that natural self I think it 's always kind ofthere and it 's more like

that we 're, you 're back in that situation. (Nature Interview with Adele,

emphasis added)

This experience of and identification with an instinctual, real self is the foundation of all

changes in her sense of self, relationships and outlook on life. It's as if nature is her

touchstone, bringing her to a place of intense awareness, grounding her in all that she is
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and all that she is a part of, she tells me, ".
. . nature does nurture and it just brings these

things out in you and you can't stop it and it's exciting I don't know and I just feel so

passionate about it like I want everyone to be able to go through this..." (Nature

Interview with Adele). She goes on to share a wonderful in-depth account ofhow this

phenomenon comes together for her.

Well there's just the general beauty of nature that draws you in I think.

Anyone with any sort of respect for our Earth can see that. And it think

that's how it started, you know I just was in this beautifiil setting and I

acknowledged that and I was like "wow this is really neat" and it wasn't

until 1 allowed myself to just sit down for more than 5 minutes at a time

and you know put the day behind me .... it wasn 't until I chose not to do, I

chose to end my work for the day, or I chose not to do work for the day

and I'd just go out there with a clear mind knowing "ok I'm just going to

go out and see what I see" and that 's when I was more apt to you know

justfeeling this complete sense oflike humbleness around my
surroundings and appreciating like the complexity ofthe physical beauty

but also the unseen connection between everything that surrounds us and

then that's when I started tofeel like myselfas apart ofthat you know like

I was sitting on this lake and it wasjust kind ofcoming back to this idea of

humans as part ofthis intricate system that we 're in. Like we're sitting

alone on a rock beside a lake or you know on a rock overlooking a valley

or something like that and you think you're not part of nature and you're

just completely surrounded by nature and then you 'II hear like a little

squirrel come up behindyou oryou know you 'II move and it 'IIjump and

you knowjust in that little instinct [unclear]. Oryou know you 'II be out

walking or I'll be out walking to another lake on a portage or going on a

hike andyou 'II hear a moose in the woods - and that heightened

awareness it was more like Iput all the anxieties behind me and I wasjust

aware ofmy surroundings and confident with my innate human abilities to

survive [laughs] and know what 1 was doing and um the whole

transformation thing, like it started to occur once I could just remove

myself from work and from the people. And then once I got thatfirst kind

oftaste of "wow this is awesome " you know whether it was watching the

sunset, and I think that because I was up there for so long I can't

remember the exact moment that it happened 'cause it was a wild ride

while we were up there. It was most likely while I was watching the

sunset over the swim rock [unclear]. . .sometimes a couple of us would go

you know and we'd just sit there and wouldn't say anything we'd just float

in the lake at night watching the sky. / remember one night myfriend and
Ipaddled to the middle ofthe lake in canoes andjust wejustfloated in the

middle ofthe lake and wejust watched the shooting stars until 3 in the
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morning and it wasjust so neat and it wasjust one ofthose things that we
by ourselves chose to go out in canoes and go drifting down the dam
[laughs]. It was so neat, it was completely relaxing and wejustfelt, and
well I shouldn 't say we, Ifelt totally at one with what was going on like I

didn 'tfeel like I was invading, I think that was a big part ofthe

transformation wasfeeling that I belonged where I did .... It was
hilarious when these people came up. I remember when these friends of

ours came up and they rolled up in their you know pimpin' Honda Accord

with like dance music playing and I mean like when you're out there and

you're in nature we're listening to like Neil Young and Leonard Cohen
and [laughing] and I mean you know youjust get into this rhythm of
playing the guitar by thefire and then these guys show up with laptop that

they have out by thefire and occasionally, like say every weekend

somebody would havefriends up but it was like this constant reminder to

us . . .like wow, you know and that's when our friends really started to

make, well not make fun of us but just be like "oh you crazy hippies" you

know [laughing] but I'm not a hippie I'm just aware of where I am and

what's going on around me. And ya it was ftinny but ya, this whole

transformative thing - back to the question - / think once Ifound where I

stood in that place, like when I gave myselfthe chance tojust stand there

by myselfand it 's not like I was like "ok now I'm going to have a

transformative experience " Ijust happened tofind myselfon my own and
itjust kind ofhappened I don 't know if it wasjust the deafening silence of
not having other people around and being able to hear thefish come up to

the surface ofthe water and the wind blow through the white pines and

everything around me and hear my own heart beat kind of, you know what

I mean, you know that kind ofidea, that kind ofdrew me in and after that

happened a couple oftimes Ifound that really easy to return to that whole

transformative experience likefor me now you know I can go walk out in

the woods here ifI'd had a stressful day andjust stand there and take a

deep breath andfind that place again, justfind myselfin this physical,

non-physical nature around us. (Nature Interview with Adele, emphasis

added)

Canoeing, star-gazing, hiking and exploring or just taking in a beautiful setting

are all examples of the types of leisure experiences Adele enjoys. She told me that these

experiences were more purposefiil and meaningful, a contrast to her non-nature leisure

experiences which she described as monotonous and as serving as more of a distraction.

I think of [leisure] things in non-nature, were more ofjust a shift offocus

where I didn't have to ... you know an assignment to do or anything like

that. It's just kind of that I went to do what I was good at and I just did it

and it was a monotonous thing so-to-speak [unclear], just like bouncing off
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walls of a pool and it just to remove me from that, just a social time with

friends like that will remove you from it but I find it's not the same, like I

think it's last time that I said that "nature just lets you be you around

yourself whereas like swimming would remove me from the like the

crazy like structures of life and put me around the wild, crazy, fiin people

in life that kind ofjust take your mind offofthings [unclear] but it 's not

takingyou to the same state ofmind that nature would. (Nature Interview '^

-^

with Adele, emphasis added)

She tells me her nature-based leisure experiences provided her with a feeling all at once
x

of being calm, engaged, aware, stress-free, in-the-moment and clear of mind.

Furthermore, the engagements were personally meaningful and the physicality served a

valued purpose.

It's a sense ofaccomplishment, it's just a sense ofhappiness and

peacefulness that comes with that, that comes with any sort of nature-

based leisure and it's a momentfor me to sort ofregroup with myself. ...

But it's a very emotional, but not emotional like sad, or overly bubbly,

jubilant emotion, it's just kind of that calm sense that we talked about that

last time, it's that, it gets your endorphinsflowing but more in that calm

sense. It just kind of brings me back down to where I should be and it um
just lets me kind offorget, notforget but replace all ofthose negative

stressed out thoughts that are running, you know the things that are

constantly running through your mind . . . and you canjust kind oferase

that and 1 don't know what it is about nature and I don't know if

everybody is capable of doing that but if 1 get out on a boat in the middle

of a lake I'm like "I'm awesome" you know and I'm out in the middle of a

lake so I'm like "I can't do any of those things right now" it's just like

you know "/ will enjoy what 's around me'\ And I think for me I have such

an interest in nature that // captivates me it just draws me in kind of and

I'm there, I'm just you know overwhelmed by it. It's kind of an

overwhelming feeling but not an overwhelming feeling like "oh my god

like I can't handle if it's like a calming overwhelming kind ofsense.

Emily - In the last interview you kept talking about calmness plus

heightened awareness, almost coming together?

Adele - Right, and it's not like calmness in a meditative state like lying

there. It's calms like not, like mentally calm, not so much physically calm

'cause sometimes I'm like "oh lets run up that mountain" but it's more

like mentally calm like I'm no longer stressed out about the, [pause] not

the unimportant things in life 'cause that's the life we've put ourselves in

and they might be important in certain aspects but it removes mefrom the

whole non-nature based side ofexistence that I um, you know to do with

the life we have regardless of where we are and what we do it kind of
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removes me from that and calms my thoughts I guess you could say. Well

yeah / become consumed by this wonderful environment wherever I might

be. (Nature Interview with Adele, emphasis added)

Adele's new sense of self emanates from within, awakened by a deep sense of

connection to all of nature. Her belief in the innate truth of nature, of the importance of

honouring our interconnection with nature and her shifted perspective of her situatedness

in this world has led to changes in her sense of self, relationships with others, and outlook

on life. She is no longer unconsciously moving through her life and living in reaction to

perceived expectations, she is more critical and conscious of how she not only interacts

with the world, but how she is continually constructing her understanding of it. The

second photo of her artefact, a photo taken just moments after the first photo is a

symbolic representation of these changes:

. . . after the whole transformation you tend to see nature in a totally

different view and see yourselfand everything around you differently and

that's kind of why I took this picture 'cause I happened to be floating

around in a canoe that day and I just saw this reflection of the shoreline
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here in the water and 1 was like "wow, that's incredible" and I just

thought it was a really creative picture but at the same time it totally fits

into what we've been talking about and it kind of falls into this whole

thing about whatyou see, what you perceive to be reality isn 't really

reality, like there 's a whole other side to what exists and I just find that

this particular area of nature like this wildlife station will always have a

spot in my heart 'cause like I can always go and understandyou know, I

havejust such a deep understanding ofeverything, from the biologic to the

actualpersonal aspects ofwhere I belong in nature and that's why I

picked these ... like [picture 2] is the exact same thing, same place, same

time [as picture 1 ] but it 'sjust this totally differentperspective on it and

after my transformation I tended to see more, more upside down, more,

look at itfrom a totally different angle thanfrom before. (Nature Interview

with Adele)

Before the transformation Adele was an average city girl with a fairly average

North American lifestyle of materialism and consumption. She always had an

environmental awareness, but after her transformation she desired to live closer to the

natural world, both physically and in terms of being conscious ofhow her lifestyle and

consumer choices could disrupt nature's health and rhythm. These changes are based on

her realigned perspective ofhow she fits into the world and of nature's centrality to this

understanding:

. . .getting back in touch with your raw human side, like who you are and

why you're, how youfit into the whole like bio-complexity of this world

that we live in... understanding how I am part of you know, the ecosystem

and I have a role to play but at the same time how I'm interacting with

society. Where a lot of people have religion and stuff, people need

something you know something to worship something to go towards but to

me it 's not so much worshiping something, it 's not so much you know
idolizing something, it 's morejust embracing the actual like power that is,

the actual like reality ofyou know we 're living in this living, breathing

organism ofthe Earth that 's in the universe and everything influences

everything else. . . (Nature Interview with Adele, emphasis added)

Adele' s nature-centered perspective centres her priorities and shapes her lifestyle.

She opts for fair trade products, natural fibres and is very aware of the impact of her

lifestyle on the ecosystem. She also now embraces following her passion and does not
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worry about status, material gain or what her peers and family thinks of her choices, she

is now able to critically engage with her life and finds herselfmore aware and purposeful

in understanding her path and choices.

...you know everyone is always questioning what I'm doing now but now
I have more of an understanding about this is what I do and this is why I

do it, like being able to answer people - "why I do it" - it's important to

understand that, like to understand why you really feel the way you do

about things, it's not like "oh I've never thought about it" [unclear] you

know not like, "oh 'cause it's practical". To be able to actually answer the

"whys " oflife is important. . . I've been able to clear my mind ofall the

garbage that 's been put there and it made me take a step back and really

reassess, not at that moment but in time, in parts ... like "why I'm living

my life the way 1 am, and is this the way I want to live my life?" (Nature

Interview with Adele, emphasis added)

She stepped into a calm sense of confidence in this independent sense of self that is

grounded in nature, she say's quite simply "It made me Me!" (Personal Transformation

Interview with Adele). Her sense of self is grounded in and guided by her knowledge of

her place within the larger scope of nature. She lives much more consciously, aware of

the influences of society around her and able to return to nature to reground herself in her

values and true way ofbeing. This shift has improved her well-being, allowing her to

maintain a calmer and more grounded feeling:

I think that I'm a much healthier person emotionally and mentally so-to-

speak.... So it's helped me approach a situation at a slower pace I guess

it's helped me to not be the flighty person that's in there vibrating at a

really high level. It's kind of like taught me to approach them at a slower

pace but also to think things through and to think about what I'm doing

and to always relate back to my self whenever I'm in a situation or when
something's happening. Like what do I want to happen? What do I, my
self, want to happen not me as a biologist but me my self as a person.

(Personal Transformation interview with Adele)

Adele's sense of confidence, internally defined of self, and aptitude for self-

questioning and discovery led her to a newfound sense of creativity. The creativity was
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opened up by her redefinition of selfbecame a more generalized sense of creativity that

she has begun to explore in other aspects of her life. She believes that this creativity is a

natural human trait:

. . .there's always that creative aspect that humans have had and I think

that it's just in our innate being and I think that in being in that natural

setting really brings out that certain aspect ofcreativity. I don't mean the

creativity to paint a giant mural that's going to hang in the Guggenheim or

anything but it's more the creativity of expressing who you are, and

everyone has a different sense ofcreativity and I think it 'sjust in all

honesty it 's that wholefoundation ofbeing confident with yourselfand it 's

allowing yourselfto "bubble over" you know, this is who I am and this is

the way I am. . .Yeah yeah 'cause it's like I realized that, who I am, and

where 1 am in nature and like what am 1 really capable of, not being held

down by all of societies demands and stuff (Nature Interview with Adele,

emphasis added)

This creative discovery of self opens up an even wider range of possibilities for Adele in

defining herself, her abilities and her ways of expressing herself and relafing to the world.

Through all of this change though, Adele still feels she's the same person, but a more

grounded version, one that emanates fi-om within and feels like her real, true self

I'm still that person that happy, optimistic person that likes to keep people

happy but now I'm like that but with a much much greater twist. ... I feel

more myself than I was before like I'm no longer the girl who's running

around trying to keep everyone happy, just to keep everyone happy. And I

know a lot of people are like my [fiiend] who wears these different masks

ofwho she is. . .but I think 1 do have a constant - well not aura - but / do

have a constant like way about me that no matter which hat I'm wearing I

still have the same face on. Like I'm still me, this is my integrity to myself

and to nature and to like things that I standfor and nature is apriority of

mine. (Nature Interview with Adele, emphasis added)

Adele' s newfound confidence, grounded sense of self and expanded feeling of connection

to nature and all beings translated indirectly into shifts in her relationships with others.

What comes to Adele' s mind first when we talk about how her relationships have

been affected is how people react to her. She's been teased about being a "hippie" - a
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stereotype she'd prefer not to be associated with - as old friends struggle to understand

her new life philosophies. Friends and family also remark on her calm and cool

demeanour. Adele notices differences as well, like friends' materialistic lifestyles or

family members whose lives swirl with drama and insecurity. The results have been that

"...friendships that were real were strengthened, and the friendships that were a fa9ade

kind of drifted to the wayside" (Personal Transformation Interview with Adele). She

finds herself both more consciously particular in terms of shared values and outlook

when selecting who to associate with but she is also more understanding and patient of

those with whom she does not have a shared perspective.

Nature is Adele's touchtone; she sees it as the truth of the interconnection of all of

life, and as a place where she can (re)discover her true sense of self through a deep sense

of connection to all of life. She feels calmly confident to express and explore herself

while realigning her priorities towards a more conscious lifestyle grounded in her

profound valuing of nature.

Maya

Maya's transformation center's on her perspective that "Nature is my truth"

(Nature Interview with Maya). Nature is truth in its purpose, evolution, manifestation

and relationships. These beliefs now guide and centre Maya in her sense of self,

relationships and outlook on life.

In nature, she feels free from the expectations of others, the roles she is supposed

to fill and the cultural norms that she is judged against. Nature is a place where she feels

free of those bounding and potentially oppressive pressures. To Maya, nature is a context

of non-judgement and experienced as a time of peacefiilness. "[Nature's] authentic, it's
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um, it doesn't judge me, it doesn't put conditions on me" (Nature Interview with Maya).

In nature she feels free to be herself without judgment or expectation, she feels deeply

connected to and supported by nature, it is a space without conditions or false external

influences, "it's finding that truth and oneness with everything without having a lot of

other peoples' ideas and illusions attached to that" (Personal Transformation Interview

with Maya). "I'd say it's my place of oneness; it's a place of, of completeness,

wholeness, not being defined by anything or anybody" (Nature Interview with Maya).

Nature is a space where Maya can simply be and where she feels a reciprocal relationship

of peaceful acceptance.

Emily - Nature is unassuming of you?

Maya - Yes, it 'sjust like you know you can be here and it 's not asking

anything ofyou oryou asking anything of it, it 'sjust you 're here, it 'sjust

so unassuming it 'sjust part ofwhat I enjoy, it 'sjust so peaceful. (Nature

Interview with Maya, emphasis added)

This unassuming lived-space allows Maya to consider and explore the truth ofher self,

she says that the feeling of wholeness she has in nature is her true self

Nature as space models a harmonious life rhythm, and provides learning and

insight through naturally occurring lessons and metaphors.

Maya - ...it's like a huge um, classroom [laughs].

Emily - Oh nature as a classroom?

Maya - Yes, very much so. It has so much to teach me, 'cause you know

like I said it's, it has all the tools [rhythms/metaphors] and it's for me to

recognize that 'cause they're all sitting right there and it's about awareness

right. So it's given me all of that to understand. (Nature Interview with

Maya)

Maya values her ability to explore and make meaning of nature's metaphor. She tells me

about how she's learned fi-om nature about rhythms. "The importance of nature to me,

um, oh I could tell you about rhythm, just how it's helped me to establish my own
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rhythm" (Nature Interview with Maya). She speaks of the pace of things growing and

how that reminds her to not rush her own growth and healing, and to be patient with

herself and others. She identifies with the gracefiil changing of the seasons, of the way

she changes as a natural progression of life. Nature inspires Maya, she feels safe to

explore the truth of herself while witnessing and enjoying the truth of her environment.

The lessons of truth and purpose that nature has modeled are central to her transformation

and evolving discovery of self

Maya has a sense of well-being when she's in nature that she doesn't feel

elsewhere, it's a unique combination of feelings that ground her, quiet her mind and

invigorate her body and soul. Whether she is riding her horse, going for a hike or on a

Shamanic vision quest, any effort or energy she puts into any nature-based experiences

always come back to her, rejuvenating her. The feelings and state-of-mind that she

encounters during nature-based leisure stand in contrast to her everyday life experience.

Hmmm, [nature] gives mejoy, it makes mefeel good inside, it nourishes

me... . it makes me slow down and just like "okay" and be very very

present. To really appreciate it here and now and it gives me a real sense

ofwell-being, ya a sense of well-being. And it feels like a mutual

relationship. . .it makes me feel good. It fills me with, vitality maybe, with

life, it fills me with the feel good stuff, I just feel good. You don't feel

like it's been a long day at work where you're just spending one type of

energy like your mental energy or something like that, so you feel tired

fi-om that, you don't feel tired, or ifyou dofeel tired it 'sfrom the physical

exercise it 's a goodfeeling like a, um, ya the only thing that comes up is

well-being. (Nature Interview with Maya, emphasis added)

The good feelings she experiences in nature go even further. For much of Maya's

life she felt very timid and described seeing boundaries instead of possibilities, feeling

scared and unsure to move beyond her comfort zone, beyond what was known and

acceptable to the people of her community and family. Her nature-based leisure
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experiences helped her to overcome those fears and perceived limitations. Within the

perceived safety and truth of nature and the unique opportunities of leisure Maya began

to push her limits and explore and experience new dimensions of her self

I went up [North] to [Lion] Mountain, that was the first time I'd ever

really been away fi-om my home or my husband and established myself

away fi-om him and going on to do a vision quest and me being afraid of

the dark all that sort of stuff (Personal Transformation Interview with

Maya)

And with each consecutive experience, her sense of self and possibility expanded, -

"...stretching my boundaries, see how far I can go, this little girl fi-om [small town

Ontario], in her small little community, and realizing once again that yes, if you set your

mind to it Maya you can do whatever you want" (Personal Transformation Interview with

Maya). Through her many and varied transformative experiences in nature Maya's life

has been significantly changed. Her priorities and purpose of life now centre on a sense

of connection with nature, her sense of self has been at once expanded and fortified and

her approach to relationships has become more accepting and gentle.

Maya has found her home and personal Truth in nature. Her life is modeled

around the rhythms of nature, the lessons of patience, interconnection and harmony. She

has come to a place of gratitude and love for her life, acceptance of herself and

authenticity in her relationships. Her sense of her self and her capabilities have expanded

beyond her dreams and in that expansion her youthful wonderings ofwhat the universe

held for her have begun to be discovered. She is connected to all, she is in God's

perfection, a perfection embodied by nature and in living with that truth she is living her

purpose.
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The most significant shift in Maya's outlook was a sense of purpose, "Well you

know one of the first things I was thinking about today. . .is my purpose. And for me

today to speak about [transformation] it's about recreating in myself, into that purpose"

(Personal Transformation Interview with Maya). Nature simultaneously serves to help

her to discover her purpose and the truth of herself, "... I know by being in here [in

nature], in this environment it's kind of strengthened, those, that character, it feeds that

character. So yeah it creates my foundation" (Nature Interview with Maya). She has

taken the cues of nature's rhythm, colour and truth and incorporated those lessons into

her own being. She is a more mindfiil person, aware of the truth of herself and how she

needs to nurture that. Maya has stepped into her true self, a confident, vibrant woman.

I'm not afraid ofthe colour that I carry, all the colourful qualities of

myselfand I don 't try to hide them anymore or minimize them, that I wear

them more proudly and it 's okfor otherpeople to see and its ' not about

having to explain away who I am every, or explain the reason ofmy being,

it 's about being comfortable in all ofthat colour. Yeah and being more

comfortable in the skin that I have, who I am, that I'm ok, I don't have to

change myself for anybody else except for my own well-being. I think

about my old self doing the "hmmming and the hawing" I couldn't make '

decisions, very insecure, didn't have much of a voice, never went against

the grain, oh no, I was always behaving, followed the rules, did it for

everybody else's well-being, not necessarily for my own. And now it's

about the well-being ofme and how I can support the things that are

around me, not being [sighs]judged by or told what to do because of

somebody else 's desires. I 'm going to make it what 's right I 'm going to

determinefor myself through my own little glasses or binoculars

[unclear, laughing]. But yeah, it's about me determining myselfand the

things that I needfor me....So yes it 's really opened my view ofthings, it 's

really opened me up to think different ways, to act different ways and to be '

comfortable with all ofthat. To be comfortable with myselfand who I am.

Mmmmhmmmm, very much so. Yes I thought very much ofmyselfas a

little person. So yeah, real self-development. (Nature Interview with

Maya, emphasis added)

There are no longer boundaries for Maya, only limitless possibilities and she pushes

herself to explore and express herself in new ways.
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I'd say I'm more authentic. Ipush myself a. little more now. If I'm

uncomfortable with something, I'm open, "just suck it up Maya, take 7

breaths, whatever you need to do just get in there and I do it" and then I do

and I think "oh that's not so bad" [laughing].. . .and it doesn 't matter what

people say or what they think, because I'm really happy with the real truth

ofme, and what that truth ofme is, and their truth might be something

totally different and you know what, it's ok. I don't have to change them,

I only have to change myself, I only have to worry about myself (Personal

Transformation Interview with Maya, emphasis added)

Maya's expanded sense of possibility gave way to a newfound awareness of her

creativity. Although she has never considered herself to be much of an artist or one

gifted with words, once she embraced the possibility that she just may be, she surprised

herself with a talent for sculpting animals out of stone and creating beautifully self-

reflective poetry.

The !NaturaCWorCc{6y Maya

CeCeBrating this moment disclosing to you, me.

Ji simplefemale Being I am, an ordinary personfinding a way to Rve with the given sociaC

structure among other ordinary peopCe.

Coming into my new Cife, no one again tells me how to thin^ 6e or act.

Torty three anddeterminedat Cast to Se, me.

Jls another's words are examinedandharmonizedagainst my heart, gut andheadfeCt senses,

then determining my own reaCey^erience.

IfI am wrong, against whose standards are they measured.

Strippedaway, in ruthCess honesty, ej(aminedandconefuding that the roc^that Ifindmy life

wisdom on is in the wholeness I am.

!Heardis MyseCf, taC^ng as the internalear is poisedRstening to struggles as profoundand"

intimate, as are the ways andterms ofwho I am.

Jlshamedwhilst in the mist ofsuch aSundance as a spUt is unimaginaSle while in the midst of

the turmoilandstruggle. Jls the worl^gives shape to the everyday wal^ studying the

landscape, weather, animals andpeople as theyfit into the life design I am.
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iHe 'WorOfin its unspo^n wortH teds me oftfie wiCcCtfiings as it rings out into tfiis Rfe

experience as tde naturaCunderstanding; the 'WordCBecomes different. The strength ofthe

J^aturaCWorCdseeps into my Bones, my Blbod. Ji division no longer, insteadBecoming a part of
me, not siCentCy mentionedBut sung Coiuffy in praise.

The long stretches are comfortaBCe, as taC^is not needed, insteadin its place, the sure pleasure

andwholesomejoy ofmy simple existence BuBBCes sCowCy within me.

TeeRng truCy so private andhardly spofien

Arriving at an understanding on how precious andunique the createdWorldofMature is and

how deepCy it has influencedmy understanding of the Cife changes ofme.

Within sweetness ofthe air and the sun's warmth on myface, hands, andamong a view so

vast a souCis setfree simpCy By the season's Bringing distinguishing pleasures.

Through all this growth and development Maya has also been able to step aside

from her ego and adopt an almost altruistic philosophy on relationships, to be a model of

what is possible:

Do I need to be published or have my picture in the paper? No, it doesn't

matter, it matters about what I do here and I hope I have a big ripple effect

on my nieces and nephews and anyone that comes here, you know I want

to show them only the light, cause / really believe that the light always

supersedes, in the end the light always wins and I want to show them that,

that um they don 't have to be boxed in or I don 't have to be boxed in to

everybody else 's beliefs. (Personal Transformation Interview with Maya,

emphasis added)

Clearly there are many and varied ways in which Maya has been transformed by

her experiences with nature. Her artefact is called her Story Shawl a creative felted life

narrative, a clear representation ofjust how deeply her sense of self is now rooted in

nature. It is the physical manifestation of her newfound creativity, of her internal

brightness, her sense of wholeness and of the many lessons she has learned to become the

person she is today. It colourfiilly captures the lessons she has learned in nature, her

close connection to and identification with nature. She shared with me the detailed
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meanings represented in the Story Shawl, with each animal, element and symbol in the

shawl being a reflection of her, of her development and history. This shawl is a very

literal representation of the lessons and meanings that Maya has gained from and

identified with nature.

It is round for that whole concept of incorporating everything, nothing is

above or below, and everything is connected. When I made this piece I

was, I didn't know what it meant, I didn't until you made me think about it

Friday [laughing]. There are a lot of things that I cherish right, that I put

on it, so I started to make a story. I was born and, so I come out of the

void and, I'm a raven, that's my birth sign, and the raven holds all the

keys to my, my creation and the lion ofcourse gives me the courage to take

the steps forward. So I go back into the void and I come through here,
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through the moon, through the light and then the three ofpast, present and

fiiture and how they 're all connected and become one. And the rabbit has

always been instrumental in my well-being, before I even knew it had ^

meaning I just liked them. And then we always need sustenance, so

there's the shaft ofwheat here. My um native name is White Eagle

Feather, so I decided to put the bird in but then I thought eachfeather Iput

on there I thought it was a part ofme a life experience that createdform

for me - all those things that we talked about, I know we've highlighted

Montana and the vision quest but even all those smaller pieces in between,

so each of those feathers represent that. And this really is ascension right,

travelling up. And theJlame, theflame within us always going back to the

creator, going back to our source. . . . And then of course the stars right,

those bright guiding places that we always look towards. So ya and I'm

sure as time goes on the story will evolve even more, as I get clarity and

understanding of it. And it's a spiral, sort oflike it comes in and goes
around and then up.

Emily - So this is the story of you?

Maya - Mmmmmhmmmm [standing by her Story Shawl smiling]!

Emily - What do you get from it? Do you ever turn to it sort of as a. . . ?

Maya - Well when 1 do get it out to show people or and such, / always get . ?

those "ah-ha 's
" you know like "oh wow" 'cause I'm such a, I'm such a

dense person sometimes [laughing] itjust helps remind me again ofhow
multi-faceted I am that I'mjust not one thing, I'm made up ofa whole

bunch ofthings, they compliment each other. (Nature Interview with ' ?
'»•. 'i

.
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Maya, emphasis added)

Quinn

Quinn's experiences of transformation are intricately intertwined with his sense of

connection to and perspective of nature. He says that "true transformation" can only

occur within some context of and connection to nature. "I don't think people can fiilly

appreciate or um, or know um, the true meaning of transformation unless they're in touch

with a higher, like a, some stronger force, 1 don't think that can be done in the city"

(Personal Transformation Interview with Quinn).

Nature itself is the central factor in Quinn's perspective on his transformation and

nature-based leisure experiences are the means by which he found himself in that

transformative space. For Quinn, kayaking, snorkelling, wandering the forests looking

for fallen trees to harvest for furniture, drumming and shamanic journeying or simply
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sitting on his island are the ways in which he engages in nature-based leisure. He used to

be an avid fisherman, but he now finds himselfmore drawn to experiences where he feels

he is being with nature instead of overcoming or dominating nature. This desire for and

valuing of a feeling of connecting to nature is demonstrated this description:

Emily- How do you feel when you're kayaking or on your island?

Quinn - It feels, even though I'm paddling [away] fi-om my home - like

the house where 1 grew up in - I feel like I'm paddling home. .

.

Emily - What makes it feel like you're going home?
Quinn - Home to me is somewhere where you can go and not, um, you're

not supposed to have any worries when you're at home, your home is

supposed to be a place of safety [pauses]. And 1 guess a word 1 could add

to [pauses] [that would be] serenity and simplicity and bliss. Um, it's a

place that you can go where no one is going to bother you. . .(Nature *t . isK,

Interview with Quinn, emphasis added)

This feeling of connection and belonging with nature is particularly strong on the island

but he generalizes it to all of nature. Quinn has a come to a profound awareness of the

interrelatedness of the world as an ecosystem, including the humans within it. This belief

and awareness is not only a guiding perspective of his life but also a point ofview which

gives him a sense of calm and belonging in nature. To Quinn, nature is a selfless space,

an entity and context in which he experiences himself as an equal being connected to all.

Nature is a place of comfort, a nurturing space, a safe place for him to go where he will

not be judged, where there are no expectations.

'
> 1,

.

>

It's always provided a place for me to go when nothing else worked, or

even, you know, it's almost like that fiiend, that selflessfriend that 's

always there and doesn 'tjudge you if you come to it first or go to it last.

You know sometimes you have a good fiiend and they'll say, "Why didn't

you come to me first?" Well nature doesn 'tjudge, come out and paddle

around the lake or go hug a tree [laughs] or go do whatever you like to do,

um, // 's there no matter what, you know. (Nature Interview with Quinn,

emphasis added)
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Additionally, Quinn also finds it necessary to hone a special relationship with specific

places, for he understands nature to be something with which humans can also develop a

relationship of knowing, hearing, feeling and communicating, just as he would do with

another person. Fostering this relationship has been an important part of coming to a

sense of comfort, and of being home on his island.

I think that's why it's really important to have a sacred place, ifyou can

go out in nature and you can go to all kinds of different places, but 1 think

the more you go to the same spot, it's almost like you a build a trust

between what's there and yourself (Personal Transformation Interview

with Quinn, emphasis added)

When Quinn is on his island he feels this sense of connection, he is comfortable,

safe, worry fi-ee and overcome by a feeling of peace. The comfort he feels coupled with

the quiet and stillness of nature situates him for a state of reflection and contemplation, a

state that allows him to recognize his own completeness.

There's no place I can go sit in the city or there's no movie 1 can watch,

there's no song I can hear that gives me the feeling, there's just this

indescribableyee//>jg ofpeace, you just, youfeel like you have

everything. .. it's so hard to put into words, like you just um, you, when

I'm there Ifeel whole, 1 don't need to go anywhere and 1 don't need to

check in with anyone and 1 just go there and listen and wait for whatever

is coming, usually 1 get some kind of crazy deep thoughts or [laughing]

some kind of, like some kind of encounter with interesting animals.

(Personal Transformation Interview with Quinn, emphasis added)

In that state of completeness Quinn finds himself open and willing to learning fi-om the

things he encounters whether plant, animals or otherwise.

Unlike urban environments Quinn finds he is more aware, his senses are

heightened and his mind less distracted by the busyness and noise that is so characteristic

of a cityscape. In the quiet of nature he can better tune into as well as the wisdom of
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nature. In the quiet and tranquility of nature, his awareness of self and environment are

expanded.

When you go out to these [natural places] after being in the city for a long

time... it's almost like you're ^eemg^ things in true 3-dimension, like the

trees just become, everything looks so much deeper, it's almost like my
vision opens right up and my ears are ringing because it 's so quiet.

(Personal Transformation Interview with Quinn, emphasis added)

I value [the quiet] because it's almost like it's an endangered species [laughing].

Quiet is becoming endangered. Um you can go, really you can go up to the Arctic

and it's quiet but progressively the world is getting louder, what are we going to

do when it's not quiet anymore?. . .:/// 's always noisy then we 'refocused on what

the noise is rather than what 's in the quiet. I think there 's a lot more in the quiet

than there is in the noise. ( Nature Interview with Quinn, emphasis added)

In his experiences with nature, Quirm's curiosity is heightened and he is able to

move into a mind-space ofwhat is possible beyond what he already knows or what is fed

to him by society. This experience of a childlike openness to learning and discovering

his environment and himself is something that is less available to him in the city where

there is a constant bombardment of social messages, advertising and ways to numb or

distract himself with video games and movies. He finds these opportunities for discovery

and embracing his sense of curiosity to be addictive.

There's something new to befound every time I go out to the forest. ...

Um, you're just going in there excited and totally open-minded. And then

you don 't know what you 're going to take out of it and sometimes you *

come of it like almost all the time you're just going to feel great coming

out, maybe you didn't go in there with intensions of finding [anything] ...

when you're out in nature you're back to being an animal . . . that's why I

guess my sense ofcuriosity and excitement with back to being a student in

nature. (Personal Transformation Interview with Quinn)

Quinn's experience of feeling all at once more aware of himself and his

surroundings, relaxed in a comfortable space and at peace in the quiet of nature allows

him to clear his mind and be more receptive and open to his present moment experience.
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It is this combination of feelings that come together in what Quinn identifies as a

transformative moment.

I'm trying to think ofhow 1 felt that day. Almost like you um, personally

I felt like I was readyfor anything, I was completely open to everything;

everything changed just how I feel during the transformation. You feel -

1

don't want to say that you feel nothing - but you you just hit this blank

spot.... but it um it feels, you're reflecting, but at the same time... you're

very receptive or at least I was, I was very receptive like I, my senses were

almost so sharp and fine tuned that I didn't want to miss anything.

(Personal Transformation Interview with Quinn, emphasis added)

Feeling aware and open to nature has allowed Quinn to interpret nature as a

constant source of learning and meaningfiil metaphors. He tells me about "mini

transformations" as being those moments when you simply lose yourself in the rhythm of

nature and how those moments serve to ground him and inspire him to model nature.

. . .it's almost like um, a glimpse into a simpler life, it's that craving for a

simpler life . . .it's that comforting feeling of the simpler life that allows me
to be more conscious, when I'm not worrying about the stupid things like

is my phone bill paid, what's my bank account at, can 1 afford this, or

should I buy gas, or maybe 1 should bike there, it's like, I can just brush it

all aside and that's what I crave going out there, it 's like everything is on

pause. (Personal Transformation Interview with Quinn, emphasis added)

Quinn' s most significant and healing transformative experience with nature was

beautifully captured in two photographs he shares with me. He told me of being alone on

his island, drumming, chanting and performing shamanic fire ceremonies to welcome in a

healing encounter. He was in a painful time of his life and went to the island to find that

quiet comfort and he hoped he could release some of his emotional burden. Quinn's

artefacts perfectly symbolize his understanding and experience of personal

transformation and nature-based leisure: his drum represents his call to nature and the

pink and blue pictures represent nature's answers.
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/ went out seeking, I used the drum and offered my sacrifice to the fire to

the universe in hopes that I would receive answers or change or just

something and Ifeel that the answer is in that picture. I don't know I still

get amazed, especially when I look at the pink [photograph], I just get a,

it's like I want to say thanks. Um to me itjust shows like, here 's the call

[touches drum], here 's the answers [points to pictures]. (Nature

Interview with Quinn, emphasis added).
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These are the pictures I took of the island that day....You can totally see it

[the sun] connecting, you can see the Earth, the atmosphere, you can see

the layers you can see the different fields coming off of the sun, it's

[laughs].... These represent to me, like this is my, like that's almost like my
reassurance that my call was answered that day. Who answered I don't I

know, someone or something did. Like / believe that a lot of the courage

and a lot of the changes that Ifelt came through that, to me that looks like

a surge, um, something came to me that day. . . when I was done, Ifelt

bigger, like Ifelt taller, I don 't know like maybe I was or I wasn 't but I

honestlyfelt like I was a couplefeet taller, wider, bigger. . .And that's

really helped me to, it's been a trust boost, like again it's been very

humbling to have felt that, that day and again reassuring that um that the

help is there ifyou askfor it and I definitely, / don 't think I would have

seen thatfrom myfront yard, like we have a fire pit, but it's not the same,

you have to be out, alone, in the quiet, awayfrom everything....! can

definitely sit here right now and look at [the pictures] and say going into,

at that moment I wasn 't who I am now, I was in this body but the

realization, / wasn 't as conscious as I am now. . .and that was the

unexpected answer. . . it comes to you like that, literally beams down at

you, that's what I get from this. (Nature Interview with Quinn)

vfo
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Through experiences like this, Quinn's outlook on life, sense of self and

relationships have been transformed. His perspective on life is now filtered through a

nature lens, a more altruistic, holistic and positive lens. Everything he does, all he sees is

filtered through a renewed belief in the interconnection of all beings and the need to act

intentionally to bring good for all, including the environment, while maintaining his sense

of self and values as a man devoted to nature. Quinn's actions and choices are now

guided by a more altruistic motivation and by the simplicity of nature. He realizes and

takes responsibility for the impact his actions and lifestyle choices will have on future

generations and thus has lost interest in material possessions and engaging in a consumer

lifestyle.

I'm honouring myself; it goes back to just honouring what we're sitting on

right now [grass, earth. Earth] and the island and just making sure that

things are going to be there for future generations. For me that's, I go

there [to nature] for answers of how I can do more, how I can help more,

not obtain more power for power-tripping but how to obtain more power

to help. (Personal Transformation Interview with Quinn)
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You don't have to have the best hair and you don't have to have the best, the $60

shirt, get the $3 one. 1 became, for awhile I was very, 1 became pretty superficial

for awhile and bringing garbage bags of stuff to Salvation Army.... I felt so

relieved... it's a very fulfilling feeling letting go of all of that clutter, you don't

need it. (Nature Interview with Quinn)

Freed from the clutter created by his former lifestyle and now feeling more in tune

with a sustainable lifestyle, Quinn feels unstoppable. He also feels he is able to listen to

his instincts, he trusts himself and in that has found a greater self-confidence and

inspiration to be more proactive and assertive.

The biggest message I've taken is to trust your instincts and gut feelings,

not necessarily make snap decisions but if you have something eating

away at you, put it on the table and if you want to know more about how
to get it out there and deal with it then go for a walk, go to the woods.

(Personal Transformation Interview with Quinn)

It's given me a real sense of well-being and almost like a feeling of, you

almost feel like, I joked around the other day, you feel like unstoppable,

not in a power-tripping way but it's almost like you feel like you're

constantly movingforward... if you see something you want you go for it

and you don't slow down, don't question it but if it doesn't feel right go

the other way and that all goes back to the trusting the gut, and trusting

your instinct, and that's what it's taught me, that's what my transformation

has taught me. (Personal Transformation Interview with Quinn, emphasis

added)

His transformations with nature allowed him to make meaning of his traumas and

to heal, but they also changed his overall outlook: "I've learned how to change my

mindset, positive is contagious!" (Nature Interview with Quinn). Quinn is no longer

burdened by depression, he has a positive outlook inspired by this trust in himself, his

instincts and also in nature and the universe supporting any dreams or intentions he sets

out to achieve.

...you can really become quite the magician if you really believe in having

the power to bring whatever you want into your life and that's a big

transformafion - like realizing that, it's like, it's when you realize that you

can do anything... do things that you didn't think were possible.
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something like that is so changing for me. (Personal Transformation

Interview with Quinn)

Quinn's positive attitude about his life extends to others as well. Quinn sees

potential in everyone in terms of transforming, healing and serving a more altruistic

purpose that is in harmony with nature. He has come to the conclusion that all people

should and need to reconnect with nature and in that reconnection to discover the

widespread need to protect the Earth.

As humans you know I think we have the ability to change our mindsets

and what's going on up here, like with us, how we, because we do impact

the earth, but I think ultimately if the earth wants to do something there's

very little that humans can do. . .and I do feel that we owe, you owe respect

to your host, you know you don't go to someone's house and break their

dishes, you know really we're guests here, the earth was here to be honest,

I think as a race we will wake up and realize that um we owe the Earth a

lot more respect than we're giving it, or him, or her, or them [laughing]

who knows what we're sitting on [laughs]. (Personal Transformation

Interview with Quinn)

Quinn recognizes that his purpose, his relationships and sense of self will all

evolve just as nature does, he says quite simply "I'm a work in progress" (Personal

Transformation Interview with Quinn). This acceptance of his evolution comes from his

perspective of life as an ongoing learning experience, a concept that excites him.

Emily - Um, ok before I move onto the next question, if you were to make
just like a one sentence statement about Quinn before transformation and

Quinn after transformation what would those descriptions be?

Quinn - One sentence?

Emily - Sure one sentence or two, a couple, you can have a couple

[laughs].

Quinn - So I would say for example, before transformation Quinn was

"blank, " like underline, fill in the missing word. Um, hmmmm. I need a

couple of minutes.

Emily - Sure.

Quinn - Before transformation Quinn was learning, learning without

knowing he 's in school [laughs]. Ya, life is school. And after

transformation, wow that's a really good question, I don't consider myself

a know-it-all that's for sure, hmmmm.... After my transformation I was
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humbled, but at the same time, [laughing] craving more, I am really

anxious to know more but not, but not selfish, um, humble but wanting to

know more, like eager, an eager student, like "hey wow, I'm in school,

this isn't so bad"! (Personal Transformation Interview with Quinn,

emphasis added)

His newfound perspective of life as a classroom now affords him a sense of calm,

allowing him to let life and learning happen instead of always feeling the need to manage

and control what is happening. He used to be worried and anxious about his life but he

says he now ".
. .put[s] the energy towards observing and watching and taking it in rather

than planning, I step back and I watch how it unfolds rather than trying to be caught up in

the middle of it" (Personal Transformation Interview with Quinn). In being able to step

back he has also become a more astute observer of both others and himself From this

mindful yet detached position he is better able to reflect and question his environment

£ind self.

Quinn is a more holistically minded person now and not only in his overall

outlook but also in his sense of self. He cares for and is mindfiil of himself in mind, body

and spirit and recognizes the need to care for each aspect ofhimself "You can't be more

productive spiritually - in my opinion - unless you're putting more effort into taking care

of yourself physically and it, right along with that too is mentally" (Personal

Transformation Interview with Quinn).

A major factor in caring for himself is being true to where he feels best, where he

feels he belongs - in nature. In some ways Quinn feels that instead of being transformed

into a new or different person, he has actually returned to where he began, as a care-fi-ee

child at home in nature. Quinn now embraces the curiosity, wonder and enthusiasm that

being in nature brings out in him.
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Well for me when I can go up into the woods and look at trees and think

back to the kid I was, wanting to learn everything, like just a little keener

and just trying to learn all I could and....it's almost like you get this

feeling come over you that you know exactly, you know you 're where you
need to be and it 's almost like you can stop um questioning why it is that

you 're doing whatyou are and just reaching that step is a transformation,

kind of a step back to becoming what you wanted to be. (Personal

Transformation Interview with Quinn, emphasis added)

Being where he feels he belongs also speaks to his newfound sense ofpurpose: "I

don't even know if this exists but I want to be the world's first and best environmental

interpreter, speak for the planet you know, speak for the trees or grass or whatever"

(Personal Transformation Interview with Quinn). He wants to spread environmental

awareness and to bring people closer to nature, both physically and in their conscious

mind. Doing this work is not even like work to him, it is a pleasure, it is his passion and

he is happy to spend his time dedicated to doing what is meaningful and important to him

and to let go of other pastimes that no longer fit his values and purpose.

I feel that's one of the roles I need to fill is to provide more access, and

more awareness to people and that's kind ofwhy I've - starting with the

photography and woodwork - messages through media, through work,

through artwork and just um those are just um like those are some of the

sacrifices you make... like it's almost like another fijll time job at night,

um just to get the message out there 'cause I feel I owe it to it, I owe it to

this, I owe it to them [nature] and the more, I feel that the more I do, for

them, the more [nature will] tell me, the more [nature will] teach me, [and]

the further I go with it the happier I become, it's, it's not even a give-and-

take-relationship, it's like a give-give relafionship and it just gets better

[laughing]. (Personal Transformation Interview with Quinn)

Quinn's sense of purpose and passion about nature has been driven forward by his

new sense of personal power, courage and ability to be assertive. In the past Quinn's

ability to break out of his shell and take on leadership positions was hampered by self-

doubt and a nagging inner pessimism.
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It reminds me of the cowardly lion syndrome, you know the cowardly lion

was always timid and always big and capable but he never really learned

to roar until he was really confronted with danger... and 1 think that um it

was my inner child, like my inner child and spirit was you know, it had

enough and it was time, like it was time to get rid ofthis pessimist part of
me that kept popping it's ugly head in and just kind of saying you know
"that's enough" um, that 1 wasn't going to put up with it anymore and just

this huge surge ofpower, courage [during his transformative experience].

(Nature Interview with Quinn, emphasis added)

In many respects Quinn has been humbled by his transformative experiences and

he tells me that on a few occasions. This humbleness takes on different forms in his life,

for in experiencing that there are larger powers at work, he has been able to relinquish

control and egocentric attitudes. He as become more mindfiil and less reactive as he has

quietly and confidently stepped into a truer sense of self.

. . .once I got back into touch with who I was I was able to catch myself

sometimes like before a reaction would come out ofmy mouth. . . when I

learned how to separate myself from the ego side, the ego being just the

constant need for finding negative in things, almost like the, 1 don't know
everything about the ego and I don't know everything about spirit but I

know there's a difference between the two and I know that if you can't

learn how to distinguish the two it can be a real battle in your mind.

(Personal Transformation Interview with Quinn)

In coming to face and begin to overcome his ego, Quinn has transformed not just

his sense of self but his relationships and interactions too. He is able to be more

authentically present, better able listen more intently and with less judgment instead of

trying to find places to jump in and offer his quick opinion: "Like I've become less and

less the centre of attention, I think you can learn a lot more by listening than talking"

(Personal Transformation Interview with Quinn). With his self-confidence quietly but

firmly intact Quinn desires meaningfiil and self-revealing conversations and finds himself

fi^strated by frivolous, seemingly empty conversations:
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It's hard to have small talk with people anymore. I have a really hard time

talking about the weather with people.... Like when someone starts

talking to me about weather [laughs] I just kind of laugh like "ah man,

come on you can do better than that". . . (Personal Transformation

Interview with Quinn)

Quinn's humble self-confidence and genuine expression of self inspired an

interest in connecting with people on a deeper level and has allowed him to be more

emotionally expressive. He tells me that he now has a deeper appreciation of his family

and that he feels good about finally allowing himself to freely to express his true self in a

loving and appreciative way.

...for a long time there I had a hard dme hugging my family 'cause we
were sort of brought up in the mind set that you work hard and then you

work hard you know you don't necessarily get the chance to play hard but

at the same time those were sort of misconceptions I put on myself

growing up....now 1 have no problem saying I love you to Mom and Dad.

For a long time 1 would never say it, I would always have to wait for them

to say it first but now I'll say it first and I won't feel bad, like I won't feel

weird about it, and 1 hug them, a lot. Like 1 miss my brother and I never

used to my brother, we're just so different and I couldn't stand him but

now I love him for his differences. (Personal Transformation Interview

with Quinn)

Quinn has come into a place where he is satisfied and confident in who he is, his place in

the world and the gifts he has to share. In this new place of contentment Quinn desires a

meaningful relationship in a life-partner. He tells me of his desire for a relationship that

will allow him to share his actualized true self, his appreciative, patient, loving and

authentic self

Quinn's transformative experiences with nature have helped him return to the

person he's always known inside, a curious, enthusiastic and nature-loving inner child

who feels connected to nature and quietly confident in who he is and what his purpose is.

For Quinn there is no place quite like nature to return a person to their true self, for to
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Quinn time with nature is time at home, a place that is safe open and accepting ofhim

just as he is.

Naomi

Naomi did not always have a close and valued relationship with nature, but today

nature serves as a place of healing, learning, as a guide for her values and lifestyle and a

pathway to her true self Naomi beautifully describes how her experiences in nature

somehow require her to step into her own, to stand confidently within the supportive

context of nature. For in nature there are no "excuses" or external influences or factors,

she must face herself She attributes her ability and willingness to explore her

capabilities and push her boundaries to a feeling that this is what is required of her in

nature.

1 think you know going through um the outdoor experiences in nature is

[laughs] I think it's the nature lesson, is um like kind oi responsibility in

that you know // 's you, and it 's nature. And so it 's not anyone 'sfault or

anyone else 's responsibility, it 's you and it 's nature oryou know, great

creator, god, whatever. (Nature Interview with Naomi, emphasis added)

Nature is something that Naomi perceives almost as a way ofbeing, or a way to

potentially experience being. In the physical context of nature Naomi has had

meaningfiil and transformative experiences that have perhaps given her glimpse into this

experience ofbeing her true nature. The centrality of nature in her transformative

experiences is important to understand, for as Naomi understands it, nature is a force of

sorts that acts upon her as well as a physical place and context.

Naomi - Oh, um, hmmm. You know my first thought is [laughs] in and

by, um with seems you know to me means that 1 have like some control

over it which I don't really think 1 did, um. So 1 would say it was you

know, in nature, by nature.

Emily - In nature, by nature. So how, how do you describe in and by.
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Naomi - Well in, in nature because it's you know, the process has been

while I've been in natural settings, you know in nature and then just nature

- by nature - nature being what it is, kind of makes it all happen.

Emily - How does nature make it happen?

Naomi - Well you know because I experienced so many different things I

mean, you can sit out listening or just sitting there and you hear things and

you see things and um you know you feel things so that all together it kind

ofmakes the transformation it's just there and what you're meant to

um pick out or what's meant to affect you will get there, if you're open to

it. (Nature Interview with Naomi)

Nature-based experiences are unlike any other experiences Naomi has

had; she feels that that she is fully experiencing it instead of simply going through

the motions. She describes nature-based leisure as being meaningful, purposeful

and holistically engaging, the context of nature and the activities themselves

provided another layer of meaning: "it gave me a context for strong that made

sense" (Nature Interview with Naomi). This stands in contrast to other leisure

experiences that have been less personally engaging and meaningful.

I loved the physical challenge of you know the portage and the canoeing

but also combined with the more nurturing aspect. I thought, wow I really

thrive in these kind of conditions. So that probably started with the

Colorado, 'cause that's the first time that 1 did something that physical

without it being about structure. (Personal Transformation Interview with

Naomi).

When you're part of the experience and that means you know carrying

your own stuff or even just being out there being part of it, there's such a

big physical aspect to that, wind, sound, touch, smells that you know I

mean just all of that is more in tune I think with just my way ofbeing than

just cerebral I don't really think I'm one of those people [laughs]. (Nature

Interview with Naomi, emphasis added)

It feels like /'m really part ofthe experience as opposed to like um we did

a Disney World vacation, you go through that vacation and it's, it's a rat

race you know it's commercial, it's all of those things and you come back

and you've never really had that relaxation that you would get in nature so

even though you can do some very strenuous things, you, it's more of a

peacefulfeeling 'cause you 're part oflife.... I came back with the, like

such a greatfeeling um, mentally, emotionally, spiritually, physically, that
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I had never really gotten from an experience before.. . . just able iofeel it

all, see it all, it, that made the difference for me so you know once you get

that great feeling you go, kind of 1 think veer towards experiences that are

going to provide that. (Nature Interview with Naomi, emphasis added)

(Nature Interview with Naomi, emphasis added).

Whether Naomi was sitting huddled under a tarp waiting for a storm to pass,

taking in mountainous scenery, mushing across open fields of snow and ice or simply

sitting quietly by a lake in the early morning she feels a sense of quiet and overwhelming

awe. She tells me many stories of breathtaking vistas, storms and conditions that humble

and through it all she maintains a deep sense ofbelonging and connection.

I mentioned the horse ranch in Colorado... 1 was really afraid, I'm afraid

of horses, you know 1 thought that at a lot of times that we were just going

to fall off the side of this mountain - steep inclines and things - but at

every minute I was just in awe of the beauty and of the, I had like um,

feelings [laughs] you know ofum, connection with ancestors, with um
heritage, and um, all that came before me of what the lives were like in

these mountains and so I don't know that was kind ofhow it started.

(Personal Transformation Interview with Naomi, emphasis added)

Naomi - We were in Colorado and I think it was Maggie said something

like "/ think I experienced God" or something. We were out on this ride

and just you know beauty everywhere, I thought, "70M know she might be '

onto something here" like this is, the worship, in the beauty in nature and

for me that was real, that was you know I could see how that all made

sense, and so you know um, we were in Northern Minnesota dog sledding,

cold, cold, cold, like um, but again so beautiful and so powerful and stark

andyou start to realize, I did anyway - oh I am such a small insignificant

ofthis whole picture, again, I would think it is a religious experience,

because ofwhat it meantfor me.

Emily - What was that like for you to come into that thought, that "I'm

such a small part of this?"

Naomi - Oh it was this awe, it was just, that's the only word I can put on

it, I mean // was a big realization, I don't know if 1 realized how big at the

time but 1 mean when you're able to just sit there an go ""Mmmmm this is

amazing". (Personal Transformation Interview with Naomi, emphasis

added)

Part of being able to experience this sense ofawe has to do with the quiet of

nature. Just as Naomi identifies the beauty in nature as something real, there is
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something special for Naomi about being in the quiet as well. To Naomi the quiet of

nature is about the absence ofman-made noise as well as the sounds ofnature and in that

quiet she connects with a feeling ofwhat Truth is.

Naomi - Oh, um, the setting you know, [the retreat centre] is really ideal,

'cause you have um, you know I once thought and I'm sure I joumalled

about it but [Round Lake] talks to me, you know what I mean, I can be out

there and // 's quiet, quiet 's bigfor me, um, / love quiet. Um, so that

definitely, [the retreat centre] definitely has the quiet of the water which is

always been important for me, you know I think fi-om swimming but um
just even now you know, lakes, ponds, pools, rivers, you know anyway I

can get it, it always means something. And just you know the total kind of

submersion in nature. I mean even though I know I have some events that

aren't as submerged as when I'm up at [the retreat centre] or

Algonquin...! still definitely rely on nature that 1 have but um, you know
we really, um the [retreat centre] area calls me.

Emily - What is it about quiet and water?

Naomi - It's, I think it's um, quietfor me, is True. I think and I mean I

love, like when I'm outside the crickets, I love the cricket sound, um the

birds in the morning, you know that kind ofthing is good, um, but it 's

True. .

.

Emily - How does [quiet] contribute to a transformative experience or lend to

one?

Naomi - / think it 's the authenticity because I think um without the

external, itforces you to more look at what 's really going on. If you have

um phones ringing or people talking or even yourself talking, um, it's

taking away 1 think fi-om what needs to be going on, because you're

putting everything out there or something is coming in that 's not meant to

come in. (Personal Transformation Interview with Naomi, emphasis

added)

When Naomi retreats to nature and has that sense of connection in the quiet her

well-being is enhanced. These experiences are not isolated to grand adventures in

Northern Minnesota or remote lakes in Algonquin Park; I also asked her about sitting on

her back porch admiring her favourite oak tree.

Emily - Um. Would you consider like time, right in the morning, like

with your oak tree, would you consider that to be nature-based leisure or?

Naomi - Ya.

Emily - How is that for you? How do you experience that time?
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Naomi - It's um, restorative, um, its grounding. (Nature Interview with

Naomi, emphasis added)

Naomi tells me this soothing context of nature naturally slows her down, an

experience she tries to bring home with her. She tells me stories of riding past streams

flowing down a mountain or sitting and appreciating the calmness of a lake and how that

brings her a sense ofpeace and calm. She identifies with the rhythms and pace of nature

and finds herselfmore appreciative of the beauty ofnature which has helped her to slow

down and be more mindful of the little things of her everyday routines.

[Nature] probably started the slowing down thing 'cause I almost, I did

literally have to force myselfbut the experiences um, the meditation work,

the you know, slowing yourself down and you know sitting by that lake

and itjust starts happening and then you try to bring that back and
incorporate that into your daily life. (Personal Transformation Interview •;

with Naomi, emphasis added)

. i

The spiritual nature of everything I think just helps to be more grounded, I

think that leads to the calm and contentment and that just impacts

everything I think day-to-day. You know whereas before, even thought

I'm doing pretty much the same thing, probably I'm doing more, it doesn't

have that fi-antic, overwhelmed flavour that life before this did. You know
I wake up in the morning, I actually now um I get up an hour before I have '

to start getting ready for work and I have coffee. . .so my morning is quiet

time with coffee and reading or meditating, I light my little red candle

there . . ..and look at the field and so then as I start to get ready for work

I'm in a much better place. Had I done it the old way which is you know
get up at the very last second and then fi-antically trying to get myself

ready and out the door. After the vision quest 1 became aware of what I

listen to, what I watch, I um I don't like all that garbage going in there and

I realize that you know a lot of it on radio on TV, it's a lot ofjunk that I

just don't want to put in there so I um I drive to work with nothing but it's,

my drive almost all the way into the city is just beautifial, it's farms, 2-way

[roads], in all seasons there's something beautiful. So that's a big change

'cause I'm more relaxed and even though I'm doing the same things, it

doesn't have that anxious edge. (Personal Transformation Interview with

Naomi)

In this state of calm, her mind sometimes wanders back to her habits of the city

like worrying about time and constant thoughts of "what's next." In nature however, she
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tells me these thoughts don't fit and furthermore within this quiet and contemplative

space ofnature she finds herself reflecting on the behaviours and thought patterns she has

brought with her into nature, making deeper meaning of her nature-based leisure

experiences.

My life is really time driven and you know I used to be totally goal

oriented and so we're canoeing along and it's just absolutely beautiful and

I'm thinking um "where are we going," "when are we going to get there"

and then all ofthe sudden I thought "oh, where am I going? " and it was

just in that one instance / got so deep and so totally refocused that it um, it

was a big moment. (Nature Interview with Naomi, emphasis added)

Within this context of newness, authenticity, and meaningfiil, holistic

engagement, Naomi found herself stepping beyond her comfort zone and into a new way

of experiencing herself Within nature she feels both safe and comfortable to explore

things she has never done before but also propelled by an inner drive to make the most of

her experiences. She tells me a story of swimming in a river on horseback.

/ was stepping out ofmy comfort zone, um but Ijust grabbed onto it. . .they

said "who wants to go swimming on their horse in this river" and I was

like, "I 'm going to do this ", you know so I mean I tried to grab onto '

experiences that some people were like "oh I'm not going to go do that"...

and it wasjust amazing. 1 was thrilled that I had the courage to um you

know be ok with that and so 1 just tried to, through that week to do things

to push myselfa little bit, to trust, even though you know I wouldn't have

called it that at that time. (Personal Transformation Interview with Naomi,

emphasis added)

The people Naomi met along the way also pushed her comfort zones in terms of

witnessing people who seemingly living their lives with passions and purpose that

emanated from within. She enthusiastically recalled to me the moments of appreciation

and admiration she had for people who made their living running dog sledding

experiences or running nature retreat centres. Even little things like having a retreat

leader request that no make-up be worn opened her to questioning many of the social
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norms that she had unconsciously agreed to. Recognizing the quality of life and

satisfaction these people had doing these alternative things were "ah-ha" moments in her

life.

I certainly wasn't aware that I was running from something, I always

thought that the business was my life, I really truly did, I have a pretty

fast-paced job, um, you know, pretty good commute, I thought that

everybody lived like that. So when you start to seepeople, um , you know
Mary is a good example, relaxed, calm, atpeace, you know, deals with

what needs to be done, takes care ofherself- self-care is a big thing - um,

then, I mean I still fought it because one of the things I've been given is

"the Mom, you know, doesn't take time for herself that just you know,

that would be a horrible thing, that would be selfish and only terrible

moms did that kind of thing so you know you start to experience, you, you

go, "well I don't think this is such a bad thing" and gradually, little bits,

little bits. (Personal Transformation Interview with Naomi, emphasis

added)

I have an appreciation for people that um are living life, I don't want to

say "abnormally" but from how I was raised and how I am living my life,

these people are taking a passion and they 're sharing it with people, kind

of like [the retreat centre owners], or the fellow that runs the dog sledding

place or even the ranch in Colorado. Most people would go "big deal" but

then you experience and you see what he's experienced... and it just

[pauses] you go ^''that is to be admired, that is how more ofus should be

living".

Emily - Had you thought about, prior to watching people do something

that they're really passionate about, had to you thought about that, about

what you were in and what you were doing?

Naomi - No, no I really hadn't. (Personal Transformation Interview with

Naomi, emphasis added)

Naomi's nature-based leisure experiences have provided her with a series of awakening

experiences which expanded her sense of the possible in terms of herself and reshaped

her outlook on life. She has a new baseline of what is authentic and she now uses nature

as a touchstone in her continual development and self-exploration.

An overarching theme of Naomi's transformation was her newfound sense of

connection to nature. She is now very aware of the interconnection of her life with nature
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and this sense of connection has put nature into a position of priority in her life. "I

always had an awareness of the environment but not of the big picture, so once I got a

taste of the big picture, it was transforming in itself to realize your place in all of this"

(Personal Transformation Interview with Naomi). Naomi believes it is necessary for the

sake of her well-being to nurture her connection with nature:

I have different priorities really, you know nature is a big thing for me.

Nature means, taking time to see what's going on, taking time to um be

quiet and um watch and listen and feel. I don't think it was one specific

um outdoor experience but all of them together that gradually gets you

where you need to be, and I knew it was the right avenue for me after the

first couple fimes 1 go ok I know I need in my life this fime outside,

extended time outside. (Nature Interview with Naomi)

Naomi's sense of connection to nature has a spiritual dimension. Nature is not

just a place to her anymore but an entity to be honoured and respected. Her experiences

with nature have filled a gap that her Catholic upbringing never did.

...you know [in terms of] spiritually I've experienced a big transformation ...

changing more ofmy belief to nature-spirit-based then like a rigid religious

practice. It's interesting today coming home I saw, coming out ofmy parking lot

there's a car with a bumper sticker on it and it was um "earth, air, fire and water"

and then underneath it, it said something like ''honouring Her" or something like

that and 1 was like "oh wow" [laughing] that resonates with me. (Nature Interview

with Naomi)

This sense of connection to, spiritual relationship with and prioritizing of nature has

influenced Naomi's value system, as honouring that connection is what now guides her

lifestyle choices. Naomi has abandoned her image-focused and consumer-driven ways

and embraced a more conscious and more minimalist lifestyle. As she tells me, it allows

her to give more attention to what really matters to her.

I'mjust like this little tiny speck in this whole big thing and I'm lucky to

be here and so I need to, I've been allowed to be a part of this so now I

have to give back in whatever way that means and you know just in day-

to-day life I try to be carefiil with what I use and what you know
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packaging and you know my small little ways. Even with the "stuff' you
know I'm becoming more minimalistic, you know more really is not

better. (Personal Transformation Interview with Naomi, emphasis added)

By releasing herself from the things that she no longer values and more

consciously prioritizing the things that she truly values, Naomi now experiences an

enhanced sense of appreciation for her life.

I would come home from um the Vision Quest I think it was I walked into

my home and 1, 1felt a sense ofum you know contentment, "1 do like my
house, 1 do" you know "it's home" all my familiar things are here which

for a long time I really wrestled with the whole, "1 don't feel comfortable,

I don't feel you know put together here, it's just." But when 1 came home
from that, the sun coming through the blinds I remember that perfectly, so

you know that was probably an awareness point.... "god 1 am really

content, like I don't think there's anything, if I had to like call the end

right here right now, I don't think I'd be running out to "oh my god I

forgot to you know". . . if somebody would have asked me 3 weeks ago, I

probably wouldn't have said "oh yeah I'm content, I don't need to do, you

know, anything else". (Personal Transformation Interview with Naomi,

emphasis added)

Naomi is at once more appreciative of the life she has and also more aware of the

possibility for a different kind of life, one more drive by an inner purpose. She tells me

that she's only begun to imagine what her gifts may be to share with the world but that

this prospect alone is both comforting and inspiring. Knowing that there are more

possibilities gives her a sense of ease and appreciation in her current life situation

because the possibilities of change and meaning seem more probable. She shares this

perspective with her daughter who is now thinking about college and university and what

she "should"do.

I said "no, you know if you could do anything what would it be?" Like

you have to think about what you love and don't go by expectations of

someone else 'cause I think that's kind ofwhat I did but without even, you

know I didn't feel the expectation, 1 didn't um, it's wasn't conscious at all,

it was like ok I need to get a job because we're supposed to work and so

I'm just going to throw this out there until I find a job... so no thought at
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all into "what do 1 really love?" "What do I really want to do when I grow
up?" You know, so I'm starting a little late [laughing]. Better late than

never right [laughing]. (Personal Transformation Interview with Naomi)

Her recognition of a person's inner knowing and desires is a part of her new sense

of self that comes from within. She feels more confident, more appreciative ofher own

personal strength, more aware of her needs and has a more grounded perspective on what

it means to be healthy.

I'm confident in being a woman I'm confident in you know my beliefs,

um choices.... I have to say just becoming strong in self and my beliefs ...

just honouring myself and my needs, figuring out what those needs are, I

never gave them a thought until I started going through this. (Personal

Transformation Interview with Naomi)

Naomi - I think probably the trip to Colorado, although I didn't really

make any changes at that point, that was thefirst um time where I really

realized what personal strength was about.

Emily - You said you realized what personal strength was about, what is

that about for you now?

I started to put all of that together, like how do I feel, what am I eating and

what is it doing to my body like how did I feel when I was eating so much
sugar and um junk and how do I feel now when I've made some changes

there and the same with the exercise um, so ya I think I'm getting to a '

betterplace now where it 's not about how you look, how does itfeel and
what, and I want to be able to do things like be able to canoe and that sort

of thing and that 's what I want my strength to be about ... To be strong

and to be physically able to do these things that are you know, and I think

that's what our bodies were meant to do, it wasn't about how they looked,

but about getting through day to day life. . .so for me it's trying to find that

um, that balance of what it's meant to be. (Nature Interview with Naomi)

The combination of her expanded sense of personal possibility, her confidence in

a true self and her appreciafion of nature has inspired her to explore a wide varied of

creative outlets from photography to quilting to painting her house. She had always

stayed away from expressive and creative endeavours as her life circumstances never

nurtured those dimensions of her self
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I started appreciating more the beauty and the colour and everything in

nature that I wanted to bring more of that into my life you know what I

mean like when you're out there, there's not a whole lot of beige

[laughing]... nature has all of that in it and you just need to bring it in and

I'm still trying to do that with plants. . . I feel the need to have some of that

stuff in here 'cause I don't and it's just something that lately I've been

deciding that I need. (Personal Transformation Interview with Naomi)

Naomi's relationships have also been transformed, she finds herself to be more

patient and understanding. In caring for and being more aware of herself, she finds

herself able to interact with others in more loving and authentic ways.

And then with my relationship with others. . . as a parent, the spouse and

daughters, sibling, the more content you are with yourself the more you

take care of yourself, the better you are able to care and give to others... I

think I'm more relaxed as a parent and as a spouse. The contentment I

think kind of rubs offon other people - the way you put yourself out there

is what you get back. (Personal Transformation Interview with Naomi)

Naomi's artefacts are an eclectic collection ofjournal entries and objects of

symbolic importance. This collection perfectly brings together the various ways in which

Naomi has encountered personal transformation within nature-based leisure.
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The whale reminds me to pay attention and to hear what's being said. Um
the pocket dolls, um, I was absolutely not paying attention to intuition um,

dreams, you know not thinking on any of that, pocket dolls reminds me
that you know everything isfor a reason and you need to think about it,

listening to yourself, intuition and um, 'cause this pocket doll was kind of

like Vasalisa's intuition and having the courage tofollow what it says and

um like not being afraid of it. The um, pinecones remind me that you

know my little immediate family, Matthew and Maggie, that we are

individuals but we are connected and we have to honour that connection,

the individuality, which [laughs] is sometimes hard to do... before all this

work I wanted it to be, I wanted everyone to be who and what I thought

they should be, not um, you know, not causing problems for me [laughs].

I wanted it to be easy, so now I know that's not maybe what it's meant to

be, it's meant to be about who everyone is meant to be, not who I want

them to be. The rock, before 1 was not aware of all that um, / was not

aware ofyou know stability and um permanence I guess you know,

ancestors, all that is kind of tied up in the rock and now you know I go
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there are some things that are although changing, they're, they're there,

they're strong, they're you know, and urn you know same with honouring

the ancestors, now I know that that 's a part ofwho I am, that 's a part of
who and what Iput out there everyday so I need to be more um aware ofit

and conscious maybe ofyou know how I want to be. And the shell, you
know before I would say I took for granted all the qualities that water

gave me, all the importance, the significance, the um, and actually I've got

to be honest with you this [interview process] is taking it another step

further because I'm realizing like um this is maybe more important than I

even thought. Um, and especially when I look back at my totems and I

have all the water things going on and maybe I need to take another look

at that but now I try, yeah so my shell is, and really all the elements that I

need to incorporate it more into my life and be aware of.

E - How do they, in general, intersect with nature? Like some ofthem are actual

pieces from nature and symbolic of it, but of your experiences?

Naomi - Um, you know I guess none ofthis would have happened had it

not been, had I not had the experiences I don't think? Um, 'cause it, you

know it opens mind, heart, being, that I don 't think that would have

happened without the nature intersection. Um specifically I don't know.

You know I just, / couldn 't have gotten to this point without nature-based

leisure...yon know being out there, without it just, everything happens so

differently depending on the environment, I, you know, I've done a lot of

work in a lot of different ways and nothing has had the impact ofyou

know the time outside. Like individual counselling, ya it was good, gives

you stuff to think about, but nothing like the nature-based um adventures

[laughing], in more ways than one. (Nature Interview with Naomi,

emphasis added)

Naomi feels safe within nature, she feels supported, connected and in that space

she experiences a new way of belonging. Naomi's senses are heightened, her comfort

zone is pushed and she becomes aware of herself, her intuition and her environment at a

deeper level. She embraces the tranquility of nature as it provides ameditative setting for

introspection and reflection on her life and her selfaway fi-om the distractions and

superficiality ofmodem Western life. Naomi's transformative experiences with nature

have been progressive realizations that she is capable ofmore than she had ever imagined

and that her life can take on a whole new form than the one she has been living.
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Transformative Outcomes Shared by all Co-researchers

Just as it was important to outline the collective constructions of personal

transformation and nature at the beginning of this chapter, it seems necessary and

appropriate to close this chapter with a clear account of the shared outcomes. This section

will be organized using the same format for the presentation of this collective outcomes,

as was used for personal transformation and nature definitions. The following

discussions of the collective transformative outcomes are organized into three sections:

outlook on life, self, and relationships. Again, this is not an end in itself, but yet another

building block towards the composite depiction of the essence.

Outlook on Life

All co-researchers have a much different outlook on life as a result of their

transformative experiences with nature-based leisure. Our collective understanding of

nature was discussed at the beginning of this chapter and our beliefs can be summed up in

five points: humans as a part of nature; our awareness of the totality of nature; our deep

sense of connection to nature; our view of nature as the embodiment of truth; and finally

our identification with the rhythms of nature. Coming to this view of nature was in itself

part of our transformation, however I will not return to a discussion ofnature but instead

I will build from this a discussion of the more day-to-day implications of this perspective

change. More specifically, I will discuss how nature is the centering piece of our lives;

how we each adopted more mindfiil and in-the-moment approach to life; how we live

more consciously and with an intrinsically driven environmental ethic; how purpose and

meaning are more consciously sought.
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Nature as the centeringpiece ofour lives. First and foremost, nature took centre

stage as the source and touch stone for our values, choices and outlook on life. This was

a major change for all of us, whether it be that we were returning to this perspective or

coming to it for the first time. The beliefs outlined in the descriptive definition of nature

at the beginning of this chapter provided a good overview of our guiding thoughts about

nature. These beliefs actualize in the kind of thoughts Naomi shared about the place of

nature in her life.

Oh I think in the past nature was just um something that was there you

know occasionally you'd be out in it, now it 's more ofa necessity. I find

that 1 need to um, you Vxvo\s/find it, be part of it, absorb it, um, every

chance 1 get. . ..This is the way it's meant to be, we 're supposed to be

honouring nature, we're not supposed to be building and cutting things

down and um you know, it's we don't honour it enough and I was you

know guilty of that. (Personal Transformation Interview with Naomi,

emphasis added)

The result of this belief in the need to honour nature and the feeling of needing to

be a part of nature, be in nature, and continually be aware of our interconnectedness with

nature had implications for our everyday lives.

Living more consciously and with an intrinsically driven environmental ethic.

Each of us made outward lifestyle changes and also experienced inward shifts in our

conscious awareness of our lifestyles, consumer patterns and the many ways in which our

choices may impact the environment. There was a general sense of rejection of North

American consumerist culture and a movement to minimize our individual consumption

of goods, each of us desiring a more simple, less cluttered lifestyle. We all carried with

us an awareness of our interconnection with nature and thus we were continually

considering how our consumer choices (i.e. cars, food, housing, clothing etc.) may impact

the environment. This kind of conscious living and environmental ethic developed out of
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our transformative experiences with nature and stood in sometimes stark contrast to the

lifestyles and values we held before.

Oh you know that all the stuff doesn't matter. Um You know I truly

believe now that it's all um, it's all just extra stuff, it's just all about um
you know yourself, what your spirit is putting out there, your contentment,

all of the other um stuff is just stuff

Emily - What would some of that stuff be?

Naomi - Oh um, clothes, cars, um, even jobs to a certain extent, you know
anything that takes you awayfrom um honouring what's important you
know and there's so much that isn 't [important]. (Personal Transformation

Interview with Naomi, emphasis added)

/ make conscious decisions about what I buy, what I eat, what I drive and
what I wear and I'm even trying to be more conscious about the materials

that I'm buying and where the clothing comesfrom and it 'sjust kind ofa

lifestyle that Chris and I are getting into ... I think it's all a product of this

transformation that we've gone through and it 's kind ofbeen a cascade

and it's not the kind of thing that you wake up one morning and I'm going

to wear all natural fabrics, and this, and fair trade, and this that and the

other thing but it's just kind ofsomething that becomes your lifestyle.

(Personal Transformation Interview with Adele, emphasis added)

In general, our outlook on life includes much more critical consideration and

questioning of societal expectations, cultural norms and the choices that we are able to

make within those, or outside of those structures. Naomi shared that she's coming to

recognize the social expectations led her to dye her greying hair brown, a choice she is

reconsidering. Quinn said in general terms that "I'm always asking questioning [pause]

and learning. I've definitely become a more inquisitive person" (Personal Transformation

Interview with Quinn). Quinn, like all of us, now engages with his day to day life with a

more critical eye, thinking and asking himself questions about his own behaviours,

assumptions and interpretations of his social world.

A more mindful, in-the-moment approach to life. We not only became more

conscious in terms of the environmental impact of our lifestyle choices but also in terms
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ofwhat we truly wanted in life. Again, our experiences in nature were the guiding forces

behind these transformations. We purposely sought to cut out clutter and unnecessary

noise and influence such as television and radio. In those places we inserted interactions

with and time to appreciate nature. We now value a lifestyle that gives us the physical

and mental space to step away from our busy lives to consider what we really want and

need.

With this redirection we each managed to carve out either entirely new lives or

different ways of structuring and approaching how we experience our lives. Quinn

meditates or drums everyday before he goes to sleep. He works in an industry that keeps

him out in nature and spends his non-work time engaged in photography and other

creative endeavours that serve to spread environmental awareness. Maya surrounds

herself with nature in her home life. She finds opportunities to expand her sense of

connectedness to nature and people alike and is always considering ways to bring those

feelings and beliefs into all comers of her life. Naomi gets up early every morning to

meditate, looking out at her favourite Oak tree. She leaves for work earlier and usually

drives in silence so that she can appreciate her farm land surroundings and feel a sense of

calm before her chaotic workday begins. Although Naomi remains in the same career,

her sense of possibilities for herselfhave expanded beyond her current life scenario and

she hopes to find a way to integrate her eco-awareness and values throughout her life.

Adele listens to audio recordings of nature at work or finds moments to step out into

nature when she is feeling stressed. She is dedicated to her work as a biologist but has a

more holistic and deeper level of understanding for and appreciation of the importance of

understanding and valuing the natural world. I continue to seek out and discover ways in
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which I can experience and share with others my sense of connection to and valuing of all

of nature. During the course ofmy M.A., I have filled my house with plants and began

growing herbs and vegetables in an effort to bring nature to my city-bound, computer-

centered existence and being with and caring for those plants helps me to slow down and

come close to that feeling of pause. 1 have not discovered my precise path in life, but I

now have a clear sense of the kind of life I want, one that is close to nature, and that

fosters an in-the-moment state of mind. These are some small examples ofhow each of

us in our own way now consciously lives with an awareness of the choices we can make

every day to create a lived experience and lifestyle that is healthy for us and connected to

the environment.

Purpose and meaning are more consciously sought. We have all come to a belief

in and need to seek and actualize our respective true purposes that contribute to a greater

good. We had all experienced moving through life as though we did not have meaningftil

choices to make. Going to school, getting a job, and creating a family were some of the

social norms through which we had somewhat unconsciously progressed. After our

transformative experiences with nature we each in our own way came to realizations of

the changes that needed to be made in order to live a life that is in line with our gifts and

purpose in this lifetime. Quinn, Maya and Adele expressed that they had a fairly clear

idea of what their purpose is and the ways in which they will make meaning of their lives.

Naomi and I expressed that we were more in the midst of discovering our gifts and

purpose, but were adamant that it was important, indeed vital to having a meaningftil life

to define and pursue a purpose that is true to our self and positively contributes to the
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world. Again, this is inspired by and grounded in our beliefs about and lessons learned

from nature.

Self

Our sense of self, ofwho we are, and what we are capable ofwas completely

reoriented as a result of our transformative experiences with nature-based leisure. We

each identified a sense of self that was perceived to be true and was felt to emanate from

within. We each felt confidently calm and self-assured. We were able to make decisions

and take leadership positions and/or unpopular positions amongst our family and peers

without worry or hesitation. Additionally, we each came to desire opportunities for

personal expression, and began to explore and express our creative potential.

A sense ofselfthat emanatesfrom within. Prior to our transformative experiences

with nature, all of us had primarily understood who we were only in relation to other

people or external expectations. Through our nature-based leisure experiences we were

able to experience and identify our true self, natural self, or authentic self We each had

our own language around this, but the overarching idea was that the self with whom we

had identified prior to our transformative experience, was a self that had somehow been

externally or socially imposed on us. We became acutely aware ofhow our families,

friends and encounters with society in general had shaped, and perhaps even created the

person we had been for so much of our lives. Our transformative experiences with nature

however brought us to to recognize a sense of self that emanated from within. The

sentiment across all co-researchers was now that "I'm no longer the person that everyone

wants me to be, I'm the person I want to be" (Personal Transformation Interview with

Adele).
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Confidently calm and self-assured. Having identified this sense of self that

emanated from within, instilled in all co-researchers a renewed confidence, and feeling of

self-assurance but without arrogance or defensiveness, it is a calm kind of security in who

we are and the beliefs we hold. We all expressed the feeling ofbeing comfortable in

being perceived as different. We each had a new found feeling of confidence to express

our opinions and beliefs, knowing that they may be outside of the perceived norms and

beliefs of others in our families, social groups and even culture. We all discovered a

depth of courage and belief in our ability and potential in terms of emotional, physical

and spiritual strength. We found ourselves to be more likely to take on leadership

positions, resist oppressive and personally incongruent social expectations. We found

ourselves to be less socially malleable, able to stay true to our self, our beliefs and values

without giving into social pressure and expectations.

[It's] about being able to dig inside and do what needs to be done. 1 still

don't know, you know 1 mean 1 haven't tested those limits but it's about

knowing that I can probably be injust about any situation and make it

through - 1 know there's a limit there but you know what 1 mean - there 's '

a confidence there in my strength and in my ability. (Personal

Transformation Interview with Naomi, emphasis added)

I'm confident, it's more like / don 't have that sense ofinsecurity about

being the eco-geek, like I can be put in any situation and not really care

about what people are thinking. . .it 's strengthened my view ofthe world

and ofsociety and everythingfrom environmental and ecological issues to

myjob tofamily life. (Personal Transformation Interview with Adele,

emphasis added)

Creative exploration and expression. All co-researchers expressed that our

curiosity about our creative potential was an unexpected development and that our

respective discovery of creative potential and talent was an especially welcomed

outcome. Prior to our transformative experiences, we were all fairly conservative,
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artistically inexpressive, and otherwise creatively deficient. None of us had been

encouraged to creatively explore or express ourselves during our childhood and this

continued throughout adulthood. The fi-eedom we felt within nature to explore and

express ourselves coupled with the colour and inspiring beauty of nature marked the

beginning of our opening to our own creativity.

Oh you know something that we really didn't touch on was creativity, that

you know through all ofmy work and stuff, that's another part ofmy life

and a lot ofpeople won 't acknowledge in this world we're in. You know
people don't appreciate and explore their creative, artistic person and

that's something that I try to do now, and that I do as a result of that

[transformative experience]. (Personal Transformation Interview with

Naomi, emphasis added)

I've always known or I've always found the guitar like fascinating like

watching people playing, and now I'm like: "I want to learn how to play,

/ want to learn how to push my limits^' and kind oisee howfar [I can go]

.

I want to be the betterperson you know, see how creative I actually am.

(Nature Interview with Adele, emphasis added)

The creativity of co-researchers can be seen in the artefacts presented in artistic form in

earlier pages but can also be appreciated in the ways in which we have begun to re-shape

and re-consider our lives and direction.

Relationships

Relationships were not as overtly affected as our outlook and sense of self

However, there was a consistency in the way in which our perspective on and approach to

relationships evolved. Our more consistent and centered sense of self influenced the way

we engaged in our relationships, allowing us to maintain a more consistent way of being

- as was discussed in terms of confidence. Addifionally we witnessed the fading of

relationships which were no longer in line with our beliefs and the strengthening of

relationships with people who were more congruent with us. There was not a severing of
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old relationships, there was no judgement of relationships which faded, but instead a

simple conscious awareness of the difference in life paths and (current) values. This lack

ofjudgement for others who were different was part of an enhanced appreciation for

other people, their life circumstances and life perspectives.

Everyone has their story and everyone is coming from a different place on

any given day and I just hope to be more aware and less quick to jump to

those "it's not going my way, oh my god" it's not always going to go my
way, it's not always going to be about me. (Nature Interview with Naomi)

In intimate or close relationships such as with family members or other loved

ones, there was more of a sense of autonomy and a healthier perspective on the

boundaries between people while appreciating those connections at the same time. Once

again, nature was part of this change, as Maya shared, "Nature teaches me about

relationships, how to create supportive relationships" (Nature Interview with Maya).

Co-researchers were transformed in many ways by our respective nature-based

leisure experiences and the changes we have experienced thus far were all tied back to

the lessons and inspirations provided by our contact with nature. Our sense of self,

outlook on life, and relationships were all shifted in ways which empowered us,

expanded our sense ofpersonal possibility, grounded us in an inner knowing and call to

humanity/awareness, and opened us to other ways of perceiving our world. The accounts

of our transformative outcomes discussed above, are the changes that we had actualized

or realized at the time of the interviews. However we all also recognized that learning

and development resulting from our nature-based leisure experiences would continue to

unfold and inspire our evolution.



/if



Nature and Personal Transformation 194

A Diverse Yet Similar Set ofExperiences and Perspectives

Clearly each co-researcher has their own unique story, perspective and life

context that brings colour, dimension and great variability to our experiences and

transformative outcomes. However, there is also a great deal of similarity and shared

understanding across our experiences, feelings, and perspectives. It is those shared

understandings, feelings and perspectives that are the characteristics of the essence of the

intersection of personal transformation and nature-based leisure. In the following chapter

these individual depictions of the phenomenon, and collective understandings of nature

and personal transformation are brought together in a creative synthesis including a

composite depiction ofthe essence.
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CHAPTER 6

Chapters 4 and 5 have provided a clear picture of the individual co-researchers

and their respective experiences as well as the collective understandings, outcomes, and

definitions that have been presented thus far. These previous chapters have presented the

findings in a uniquely heuristic manner and this chapter will continue that practice. The

first section of Chapter 6 is concerned with the culminating piece of heuristic research -

the creative synthesis - a three-part representation and consideration of the essence of the

intersection of personal transformation and nature-based leisure. Part one of this first

section is a painting, part two a poem and finally part three is the composite depiction, a

descriptive, narrative account of the collective understanding of the essence. The second

section of Chapter 6 is a more critical examination ofthe findings and includes: a

discussion of the place of the findings within existing literature; possible considerations

and implications for practice, future research and theory; and finally the limitations and

challenges of this research. Before delving into the actual findings and discussions

thereof, I will first provide the reader with a more thorough description of what is to

come in the two sections of this chapter as well as a more detailed explanation of the

rationale behind the format and presentation of findings and discussions.

The first section is called the creative synthesis, the culminating piece of heuristic

research. Without a doubt the creative synthesis is outside of the usual means of

presenting qualitative research findings, but is clearly within the heuristic tradition

(Moustakas, 1990). This creative synthesis adheres to the heuristic tradition by including

artwork and a poem as a means of expressing the meaning of the essence of the

phenomenon. These two forms combine with the composite depiction, a narrative,
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descriptive account of the essence, to paint a complete picture of the intersection under

study. M

The composite depiction is meant to capture the feelings, experiences,

perceptions, understandings and tacit knowing of our collective encounters with the

phenomenon. Individual co-researcher voices disappear and all of the details and

descriptions depicted in Chapter 5 come together in a collective narrative voice woven

together by myself, the primary co-researcher. The composite depiction is void of

individual voices in order to highlight the essence as a collective understanding and to

avoid distracting from the collective narrative voice. This is consistent with the narrative,

descriptive method usually employed for creating the composite depiction of the essence

(Moustakas, 1990). There are occasions when heuristic researchers choose instead to

present the composite depiction as a series of quotes, but as discussed in regards to

individual depictions of the essence in Chapter 5, due to the complexity and interest in an

intersection, this kind of approach would have been problematic. There is a great deal of

flexibility in the manner ofpresenting heuristic research and for this research project, I

chose to combine the artistic pieces (poem and painting) with the composite depiction.

To arrive at the composite depiction I considered all of the experiences and

accounts of individual co-researchers as well as the collective understandings of nature,

personal transformation and our transformative outcomes. The resulting composite

depiction weaves together our stories, understandings and experiences, capturing the

essence of what it meant to the five of us to be personally transformed by a nature-based

leisure experience. The composite depiction provides a narrative account ofhow the

essence of the phenomenon centres on the concept of authenticity. The composite
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depiction provides a depth of description about the meaning of authenticity in this context

and the reader will find this section rich with metaphors inspired by co-researcher stories.

The construction of the composite depiction was guided by the collective understandings

of nature, personal transformation and transformative outcomes as presented in Chapter

5, as well as by the individual depictions of the essence. The language and flow of the

composite depiction developed organically and the co-researchers agreed with this final

presentation and representation of the essence of the phenomenon.

I am so impressed and touched with your findings. Although some of the

experiences were not mine, they were mine. I am in awe ofhow our

experiences and feelings are the same. As I've re-read The Essence many

times I continue to be brought to awareness, (personal communication,

Naomi)

Naomi's reflection on the essence attests to the tacit understanding and feeling of the

phenomenon having been successfully captured. According to three of the four co-

researchers who chose to participate in the member check process, it seems that the

composite depiction does in fact represent a collective understanding of the essence of

the phenomenon. The responses of the three co-researchers who reviewed the composite

depiction (the essence) were provided in Chapter 3.

The composite depiction is the last part of the creative synthesis, thus situating the

reader to consider the composite depiction within the second section, a more critical

examination of the findings. 1 have chosen to present the composite depiction as the last

part of the creafive synthesis but have outlined it here first in order to give the reader an

understanding of where the creative synthesis is headed. Leading to the composite
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depiction is a painting and then a poem. By building toward the composite depiction

with the painting and poem, I am attempting to give the reader the opportunity to

consider the meaning of the essence through symbolism and interpretation based on their

readings of previous chapters. I believe that part of the challenge of heuristic

presentation of findings is not only in presenting the essence as described and

experienced by co-researchers but also in inviting the reader into that world of feeling

and tacit knowing. Thus a reasonable way to encourage this kind of knowing and

consideration of the essence is through creative artistic pieces which both represent the

essence and inspire reader reflection and feeling.

The second section of Chapter 6 is a more critical examination of the findings of this

heuristic research project. This second section begins by considering the collective

understanding of the essence of the phenomenon within existing literature for an

examination ofhow the findings came together to create the essence and why
understanding that is important. Next, conclusions and implications are discussed in

terms ofhow this research may contribute to both theoretical and pragmatic interests.

Finally, this research and its findings are discussed in terms of challenges and

limitations.

The Essence: A Creative Synthesis

This section presents the three parts of the creative synthesis. It begins with the

painting menfioned above, followed by the poem by David Whyte ( 1 997), and closes

with the capstone piece of this research, the composite depiction of the essence.

I created the painting below to give colour and form to the essence presented

within the composite depiction. This painting represents the sense ofoneness with, and

profound connection to nature, with a woman seemingly part of the tree, as the tree, or

within the tree. She is at once connected to nature and her own form within it. As a

naked form she is raw or organic, she is her authentic or "pure" form, free of social

cloaks and cultural robes. With her arms open and outstretched, she seems celebratory.
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victorious and perhaps joyfully free. She is present in her moment with nature, intricately

grounded to the earth, as roots of a tree, actualizing her authentic self. Nature is all

around her, and in her but remains unchanged by her self discovery and actualization.

Nature remains to simply be what it is, providing space, context and relatedness for her

experience. The painting represents the freedom to express and explore ourselves and to

celebrate that being. It represents losing ourselves within all of nature and finding

ourselves at the same time in the same way. .;-,:,-.. ,- • :
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1 came to paint this picture as an expression of the ways in which I envision what

it means in one-dimensional form to be one with nature and yet discovering an

autonomous self that is uniquely and indescribably personal. I used a yellow and white

background because to me those colours represent light, both sunlight and a light within.

I chose typical summertime colours of green and brown for the tree because the tree is

healthy and in its prime season, showing its colour and health. The woman with(in) the

tree is in white and blue. I chose white for the woman because white gives an ethereal,

non-permanent feeling of the spirit of a person, not a solid, set image of a person. Blue

makes me think of water, and by having lines of water helping to define the woman's

form it dually represents how nature runs through ourselves but also interconnects the

water of the woman with the water as it moves up the tree to nourish it.

The second part of the creative synthesis is a poem by David Whyte (1997). I

was first introduced to this poem on a canoe trip during the "incubation" phase of data

analysis. This poem struck me as being particularly moving at that time and also seemed

to represent what co-researchers and I had experienced. I read through other books of

poetry such as the works ofMary Oliver, and other creative accounts of the natural world

in short stories and essays. In the end, I found myself coming back to Working Together

by David Whyte. In my understanding, this poem is about how people shape, influence,

and interpret nature, and in turn how nature shapes, influences, and inspires self-

interpretation. What I appreciate most about this poem is that there is an elusive, tacit

knowledge floating amongst Whyte' s words, a void in which there is room to input our

own imaginings of what it precisely means to shape and be shaped by nature. This is part

of the reason 1 chose this poem, because it leaves room for interpretation of the essence.
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Working Together

By David Whyte (1997)

We shape our self

to fit this world

and by the world

are shaped again.

The visible

and the invisible

working together

in common cause,

to produce

the miraculous.

1 am thinking of the way
the intangible air

passed at speed

round a shaped wing

easily

holds our weight.

So may we, in this life

trust

to those elements

we have yet to see

or imagine,

and look for the true

shape of our own self,

by forming it well

to the great

intangibles about us.
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Composite Depiction

The essence of the intersection of nature-based leisure and personal

transformation lies in the convergence of the lived experience of authenticity. The

physical environment of nature was perceived and experienced to be a space and context

of authenticity, a model of the definitive truth and purpose of being, a purpose that

emanates from within and benefits all in harmonious reciprocity. Nature-based leisure

was uniquely situated, bringing together this perceived context of authenticity - nature

-

and the strengths of leisure. In this context, leisure was experienced as engagement in a

personally meaningful, exploratory, and ultimately expressive activity within a perceived

context of fi-eedom (Kleiber, 1 999) that allowed for disengagement from everyday life

and experiences ofj7aM5e (May, 1981) oryZowCCsikszentmihalyi, 1990). Co-researchers'

experiences of themselves within these contexts inspired awareness and insights that are

best summed up as the experience of awakening to one's true self, or as Aristotle

described it, the identification of one's "'daimon,' the evocafive true nature of a

person... this is who I really am" (Kleiber, p. 97). The following pages will discuss in

greater detail, the nuances of each of the three dimensions of this essence: nature, nature-

based leisure, and personal transformation.

Nature: an authentic space. Each co-researcher experienced and understood

nature to be an inherently authentic or truthfiil place, space, or entity. "Nature simply is

what it is" was a sentiment articulated by each of us. Nature was perceived to express

and manifest its purpose just as it needed to, regardless of external human desires, hopes

or fears. This space of nature - being true and fi-ee in itself- provided us with a context
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and lived experience of truth and freedom. As such, nature as an authentic space

provided both a model of authenticity as well as a perceived lived context of authenticity.

Nature was a model of authenticity, demonstrating truth with every free, tortoise

and tornado. I employ the metaphor of the tree to demonstrate co-researchers'

perspective of nature's embodiment of authenticity. The tree is the free, the tree does not

try to be a dog or impress a river. The tree stands tall and strong, rooted deeply into the

earth and by simply living out it's truth of purpose or "being what it is", it provides

shade, shelter, stability, food, and oxygen during it's life; nitrogen, nutrients, and

sustenance for the earth in it's death. It responds with grace and beauty between the

seasons: awakening, blossoming, bearing new life and potential, demonstrating its full

creative expression in colour and form, and then releasing its creation and moving into a

space of quiet and peaceful regeneration. The free, as with all manifestations of nature, is

embodying its truth ofpurpose and thus serves as a model of actualized authenticity. The

tree knows it is a tree, not confiising itself for a flower. The tree serve's its purpose

selflessly and with grace, its purpose uncompromised, unaffected by the changes around

it, only evolving and moving with the seasons and the harmonious (or harsh) rhythm of

life. The tree does not ask the birds to sing a different song or the child to climb down

from its branches. The tree stands as it is, providing what it can without worrying about

being more, needing more or wanting differently from itself or others. Nature, as an

intricate system of countless examples of actualized authenticity culminates in a space of

authenticity; a space which, as perceived by co-researchers, was a context to experience

authenticity first hand.
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Within this perceived context and lived space of authenticity, co-researchers

recognized and appreciated the absence of the social voices and external messages that

usually inundated them on a daily basis. This quiet of nature allowed for an appreciation

of this unique lived context of the authenticity that nature modeled. They felt free to

simply be, to let down their guards and put away their masks, to shake off the oppressive

cloaks of perceived external expectations, assumptions and influences. They were

opened to their full colour and creative potential that had lay dormant under fear and self-

uncertainty. They felt safe to begin to explore their own true passions and intrinsically

driven purpose. Nature was a space which was felt to safely hold them, and nurture

them, showing them the beautiful simplicity of authenticity, and asking only that they be

whoever they truly are. ' .';'••;>

Nature-based leisure: an authentic experience. Nature was a perceived context

of authenticity, and leisure - in its ideal form - is an exploration and expression of

authenticity (Kleiber, 1 999). Leisure is something that is experienced within a context of

perceived freedom, when one may disengage from the usual roles, responsibilities and

tasks, and engage with a novel and/or preferred experience that expresses or expands

one's sense of self Furthermore, within nature-based leisure the types of experiences,

skills, journeys, adventures, engagements and disengagements inherent to nature-based

leisure were all perceived to be authentically meaningful and purposeftil.

Swimming in a pool, meditating at home, going for a run, or knitting a scarf are

all valid leisure experiences. However, depending on the context, they may all succumb

to perceptions of being contrived, superficially motivated, without real, tangible purpose

or meaning. In regard to the nature-based leisure experiences of co-researchers however.
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purposeful and meaningful leisure was at the heart of their perceptions of their

experiences. Exercise was aflowing outcome of paddling to one's favourite island or

beach and personal strength took on new meaning while a person moved across portages

or sat with the fear and anxiety of isolation. Meditation was a spontaneous experience of

pause amongst the groaning of ancient pines. The beauty and/or harsh power of nature

inspired creative expression in the form ofjoumaling, singing, story telling, and ideas for

projects at home to remember the experiences of self and place. Swimming was an

adventurous exploration of worlds under the water or a feeling of sublime oneness,

floating naked in the warm sun. Making fire was a necessity for cooking or ceremony,

trusting one's self a requirement for a joyful horseback ride.

Co-researchers not only felt that they were living-out an authentic experience, but

that their companions in nature-based leisure were also supporting and appreciative of

nature's container of safety and authenticity, and that the guides embodied the spirit of

authenticity, living with passion and intrinsic purpose. Within this social environment,

co-researchers found solace and (un)spoken support for their self explorations and their

relinquishing of usual roles and ways of being.

Nature-based leisure was a context, activity, and social environment that was

personally meaningful, expressive of self, perceived as a context of freedom, and

ultimately deemed to be a lived experience of authenticity. It is within this converging

experience of self, nature, and leisure that a (re)new(ed) recognition of one's authentic

selfwas realized.

Personal transformation: a call to authenticity. Co-researchers did not necessarily

transform immediately within their nature-based leisure experiences, for transformations
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required changes in behaviour. Instead co-researchers would encounter moments of feeling

that "this is who I really am". Sometimes those feeling would carry with them into their

daily life but much of the time it incubated in their mind, as they began to realign their

perspectives and construct personal meaning of the experience. Eventually their behaviours

and outlook realigned and they stepped into actualizing their authentic self. This ebbing and

flowing of transformation is much like the seasonal patterns of nature, where there are times

of expression and action, and those of dormancy and regeneration. The transformative

process moved co-researchers in this cyclical manner, an intrinsically driven call to

humanity, an upward spiral of self-discovery, an unfolding ofbeing, culminating in the

actualization of an authentic self

An "ah-ha" moment of clarity could take any form. It could be the profound

realization of the interconnection of all living beings and one's small place within that

extraordinary thing called nature - perhaps while watching a sunset or traversing a pass

on horseback. It could be simply appreciating the sounds of wind and water moving

around you and recognizing how deeply you cherish the opportunity to hear only the

voice that comes from within. It could also be drinking a mug of hot chocolate made

with real chocolate bars and butter and finally realizing that one's body really is the life

source and that this is not just a treat but way to care for one's selfand ensure there is

enough fuel to stave off the cold on a mid-winter backcountry expedition.

Regardless of the realization, co-researchers were opened to a new perspective, an

awareness which could not be ignored, an awareness that made them hungry for deeper

explorations and understandings of themselves. They described a tacit knowing that a

different self, a true, authentic self, had been smothered under societal expectations, role
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responsibilities, career titles, relationships, fears, and pre-occupations with who they

thought they should be. All co-researchers have come to a place ofrecognizing that their

authentic self emanates from within, and that labels and status based on relationships

(mother, brother, wife), career (rough neck, helper, scientist), financial acquisition, or

otherwise were personally irrelevant. They came to live by a moral code that was

congruent with their valuing of authenticity as demonstrated by nature. They now choose

to live consciously, aware of their impact on all of nature including humans. They seek

to uncover and actualize their true purpose and perhaps untapped gifts and to live a life

driven by passion and meaning. They have greater appreciation for the small miracles

and joys of life and, in re-aligning their priorities, find they have greater life satisfaction

and more grounded relationships.

It would be near impossible to name every which way that co-researchers lives

and sense of selfhave been transformed. What can be said is that all co-researchers have

been awakened to an awareness of their authentic self and have embraced the journey of

cyclical awakening and actualizing of that authentic self This journey continues to take

us in mind, body and spirit, back to nature, back to an authentic place where we

(re)discover our authentic self all over again.

1

The next section of Chapter 6 includes three sections: first; a discussion ofthe

essence (as described above) within existing literature; second, a discussion of

conclusions and implications; and third, a discussion of challenges and limitations.

Embedding the Lived Essence within Literature

There are three main points of interest in discussing this lived essence of ,;;.

authenticity: nature as an authentic space and context; leisure as an authentic experience



3}fcU ')i

•il:

..ya'-Kj/v :.>rinoriJuc cm



Nature and Personal Transformation 208

and personal transformation as a call to personal authenticity. There are many varied and

large bodies of literature which could be explored in relation to each one of these three

areas but for the purpose of this discussion, literature has been selected because ofhow it

contributes to an understanding of the essence of authenticity.

Nature: An Authentic Space and Context

There are innumerable ways of understanding human-nature relations. Culture,

era, lived landscape, social values, and religious beliefs are just some of the factors which

may influence an individual's perspective on their perceived relationship to the natural

world. Additionally, different theoretical paradigms further complexify the number and

ways of understanding human experiences with particular settings in nature. For this

research, the perspective of central importance was the belief in and experience of nature

as an authentic space and context. This belief and experience intersected directly with

the ensuing experience of an authentic self, and authentic leisure experience. Sense of

place and geo-piety will be the two theoretical constructs used to discuss nature as an

authentic space and context. At this time it is important to recognize that although co-

researchers' relations with nature ranged from the spiritual to the secular, their ultimate

sense of connection, belonging and perception of nature as an authentic space were held

in common (this finding is fiirther discussed in the section on conclusions and

implications). It is the commonality of perceived authenticity that is of utmost

importance in this research. Before moving into a detailed discussion of sense of place

and geopiety it is important to address co-researchers' progression to perceived

authenticity of nature by way of traditional views of domination over nature, romanticism

of nature as an empty space, and pristine space separate from human-kind.
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For the most part co-researchers began their experiences in nature from the

perspective that they were other-than, separate from, and even dominant over nature. Our

first accounts of nature-based leisure were preoccupied with demonstrating our ability to

survive (nature as foe), feeling powerfiil or strong (notions of dominance over nature),

feeling frightened or out-of-place (nature as other-than) or being in profound awe of

wilderness spaces and yet unaware of and less interested in nature in non-pristine

settings. All of these initial feelings and perspectives have a common thread of nature

being "other-than" us, a viewpoint of nature being different, separate, foreign and even

unrelated.

The perspectives discussed above are fairly typical of a North American relation

to nature that deems nature as not just other-than, but even as sub-human, or exotic in the

most demeaning ofways (Fiske, 2005; Rutlege, 1993). Although I think it would be

unfair to say that any of us consciously considered nature to be "below" us, we certainly

did not demonstrate a consistent appreciation and consideration for nature's well-being

earlier in our nature-based leisure experiences. Based on the accounts of all co-

researchers, all of us progressed beyond this typical North American paradigm of other-

ing nature. Along this progress we discussed notions of considering nature to be fragile

and in needing of protection. This kind of perspective is consistent with a romantic

feminization of nature which serves to define nature in terms of stereotypical feminine

characteristics of fragility, giving-life, and needing protection (Heller, 1993). Such

perspectives have been identified as obstacles to experiences in nature having lasting and

meaningful impacts on people, especially in terms of evolving environmental stewardship

(Haluza-Delay, 2001). In the case of co-researchers experiences however, these first
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encounters with nature perceived as other-than were only the beginning sentiments. As

co-researchers spent more time in nature - especially in specific places - their

perspective on, and relationship to, nature evolved towards authenticity. In terms of

defining our progression towards an internally motivated environmental ethic and

stewardship, it appears that being consciously aware of and appreciative of nature at all

times and in all settings was as equally important as developing a relationship with a

specific place.

Whether co-researchers had one prolonged experience, repeated visits to one

place, or multiple encounters with varied spaces perceived as nature/natural, it appeared

that they came to develop what many have described as a sense of place (Tuan, 1974,

1 977). Co-researchers created environmental meanings and attached them to the physical

settings they encountered. Thus, places became meaningfiil through emotions and values

that emerged from their direct experiences in nature. These affective dimensions were

described as feelings of belongingness, connectedness, or of being "at home" in a

particular setting or settings. These kinds of descriptors are in line with a variety of place-

based theories:

A variety of theoretical positions and frameworks have been advanced to

account for how places become "places" - in other words, how places

become meaningful. One widely used definition of place has been

Relph's conception of place as a focus ofhuman intention: "Places in

existential space can therefore be understood as centers of meaning, or

focuses of intention and purpose" (1976, p. 22). Others have accepted this

idea that it is people that make places, and that by giving places meaning.
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people transform them from amorphous space into defined and bounded

places (Tuan, 1977; Williams & Carr, 1993). Hence, these frameworks

generally start from a constructivist or transactional perspective, wherein

people are the creators of places, and place creation and meaning flow

from a continual process of interaction between the person, their social

mileau, and the physical setting; this process results in the meanings that

are endowed in a place, and thus a sense of place (SOP) that is personally

and socially constructed (Case, 1996; Greider & Garkovich, 1994;

Stokowski, 2002). Most frameworks accept that a place is a complex

concept, whose reality is constructed as people attach meaning to a

physical setting in a variety ofways (Low & Altman, 1992; Stedman

2002). (Smaldone, Harris, & Sanyal, 2005, p. 397)

These conceptions of place certainly ring true for the co-researchers' experiences of

nature settings as they progressed from a perception of otherness to a perception of

profound connection and respect for a particular setting. This progression in co-

researchers' sense of connection culminated in the perception of there being a definitive

truth found in nature. The meanings co-researchers attached to these settings evolved

over the progression of their experiences and those meanings culminated in descriptions

of all of nature as being an authenfic place beyond the particular settings they had

encountered. This stood in contrast to the perception of cityscapes or urban areas that

were viewed as unnatural, manufactured and thus laden with un-truths and illusions.

The perspective of nature as a place of authenticity ran deeper than simple

comparisons of physical spaces seen as natural versus manufactured or "real" versus
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illusion. Co-researchers tacitly recognized and identified with the naturalness of

landscapes as sacred or in secular terms as being ideally whole. These perspectives of

experiences in nature have been described by the language of geopiety:

. . . geopiety...typically relates to the sense of reverence (pious emotion)

evoked by the wonder (or even terror) of the earth in all its diversity

(Wright, 1966: 251). Ten years later, Tuan (1976) interpreted the concept

of geopiety (geo - earth, land, space and piety - reverence, attachment and

hence protection) in terms of exalted reciprocity between man and nature.

Tuan postulated that sacred phenomena are those that stand out from the

common place and interrupt the routine or mundane. Sacred, according to

Tuan, was something that was characterized by apartness, otherworldness

or, orderliness and wholeness. Geopiety thus stands for a special complex

of relations between man and nature. (Singh, 2005, p. 21 8)

Interestingly, all co-researchers described a sense of connection to the wholeness of

nature regardless of whether they used spiritual or secular/scientific language; the feeling

and tacit knowing of their connections were the same. Co-researchers did not see nature

as a sacred place apart from themselves. What seemed to be their most profound

appreciation of wholeness was the recognition of their place within the entire ecosystem.

Co-researchers' conception of nature as an authentic place was a constructed

notion that evolved. These meanings developed over repeated exposure to nature and

culminated in an intensive sense ofbelonging, wholeness, and unification with the natural

world. Co-researchers seemed to dialectically recognize nature as a sacred and authentic

space to be honoured. Additionally, they recognized their own interconnection with that
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space and thus their own authentic potential. It appears that geopiety and sense of place

converged to open co-researchers to the possibility of their own situatedness within the

natural world. This awareness was the recognition of an authentic self •
, , :; ;

^ ^
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One of the outcomes of this geopious perspective and deep sense of place was an

enhanced desire to live in greater harmony with the earth and to adopt a more sustainable

lifestyle. This outcome would not have been possible had co-researchers not felt some

sense of identification with and connection to nature. If their perceptions of otherness,

detachment, and romanticization of nature as pristinely empty had continued, they could

not have come to experience nature as a lived human context of authenticity. In other

words, they realized that they did not have to get back to nature, because they had been

an authentic part of it all along. However, it took person-place bonding in natural settings

ofpersonal significance for this realization to emerge. This realization has important

implications for environmental education.

Haluza-Delay (2001) studied teenage constructions of nature following a 12-day

backcountry trip and revealed that they continued to view themselves and their cityscapes

as separate from nature. Thus on return to the city, any sense of environmental

stewardship that had developed in the pristine emptiness of nature had evaporated as they

continued to view themselves and cityscapes as other-than nature. Gurrie (2006) in her

article "Sustainability and Spirituality: A Call to Outdoor Educators" addressed this issue

of the need for students to embrace and tacitly feel a connection to nature in order to

develop a true environmental ethic. Educators must to be cognizant of the need for

students to develop an appreciation for nature that moves them beyond nature as other,

empty, and a foreign reality. For true environmental stewardship, individuals need to
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move into a space of conscious awareness of the profound sense of interconnection of all

life. Without the perception of nature as an authentic (and thus valued) context that is

part of a person's reality there is little hope of him/her developing an environmental ethic

that is intrinsically motivated and thus self-sustaining.

Friluftsliv, a Norwegian cultural concept of being with the outdoors or '"a way

home to the open air'" (Henderson, 2001, p. 31) may offer hope as it stands in contrast to

North American perspectives on interacting with nature: "this is outdoor recreation with

its heart within the land and linked to a tradition oi being and learning with the land"

(Henderson, 2001, p. 32, emphasis added). A friluftsliv approach to environmental

education is in line with the kind of deep connection and valuing of nature that was

reported by co-researchers as having awakened them to an environmental ethic.

Friluftsliv has in fact enjoyed a fair amount of recent attention in Pathways: The Ontario

Journal of Outdoor Education (Dahle, 2002; Duenkel & Pratt, 2001; Faarland, 2002;

Henderson, 2001, 2002; Leirhaug, 2002; Sandell, 2001; Ulstrup, 2001). As Duenkel and

Pratt (2001) said:

within the core of every individual there remains some vital connection,

some awareness of wild nature, some memory....now it has become so

uncommon, or foreign, that we are not even aware of its loss; Enabling

people to wake up to what it has been like to live without deep

connections to the rest of the natural world is what fiiluftsliv education is

founded upon. (p. 4)
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If nothing else, the increasing interest in friluftsliv in Ontario demonstrates the existence

of a gap not just in education but in the human relationship to nature and its importance

for human development.

Much like the implications for environmental education, co-researchers expressed

that their own healing and changed perceptions of self and other only came about when

they could identify with their environment. What an authentic envirormient may look

like may vary from person to person whether urban, rural, outdoor, indoor, bowling alley

or church and so on. For a person to identify with any environment, for it to be perceived

as a relevant, valued, and meaningfiil dimension of their experience is to strengthen the

congruency between how they perceive themselves in that place and their ability to

internalize any learning about themselves that may occur.

Nature-based Leisure: An Authentic Experience

The findings of this research clearly demonstrate the developmental benefits of

leisure experiences. Specifically, leisure affords the opportunity to explore and then

express one's selfthrough experiences that are discovered to be personally meaningfiil.

Additionally, opportunities forpause (May, 1981) were at the fore of co-researchers'

accounts of transformative encounters with nature. Pause has often been over shadowed

by the developmental potential of flow (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), and experiences where

challenge and new skill acquisition are of central importance. The leisure dimension of

this study's phenomenon in question provided for an upward spiral of exploration,

expression and internalization of the personal meanings of those leisure experiences.

Kleiber ( 1 999) is known for his work on human development and leisure. He said

that leisure experiences, as a context of relative freedom, are an ideal place for a person
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to explore one's self outside of the usual roles and responsibilities of daily life. iXi

Furthermore, he suggested that if a person encounters something that deeply resonates

with him/her, the characteristics of self that are demonstrated through that pursuit are

integrated into the person's self-theory of his/her identity. Co-researchers described these

leisure encounters in terms of recognizing that they are (for example) independent,

adventurous or even interconnected with nature. Through their nature-based leisure

encounters they were able to explore these concepts and then integrate them into their

daily life by perhaps becoming more involved with the environment or being more

adventurous in exploring other dimensions of themselves. This exploration of self

through leisure led to both expression of discovered characteristics and/or further

exploration of something that is personally meaningful.

There has been much attention on flow experiences within leisure research

(Csikszentmihalyi & Csikszentmihalyi, 1999; Kleiber, 1999; Nakamura, &

Csikszentmihaiyi, 2003; Privette, 2001), however /?aM5e experiences are often * * iv
r

overlooked. Flow experiences are focused on the balance of challenge and ability where

a person gets lost in the moment, and feels deeply engaged with his/her experience

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Pause experiences on the other hand are experiences of

disengaging and experiencing an absence: "In the pause we wonder, reflect, sense awe,

and conceive of eternity. The pause is when we open ourselves for the moment to the

concepts of both freedom and destiny" (May, 1 98 1 , p. 1 64). Pause is not just about

reflection, which is to know something and think about it, but instead to open one's self

to that which has not been realized, considered or perhaps even experienced. Nature-

based leisure naturally provided for these experiences of pause, the scenery and setting
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inspiring a sense ofawe and wonder while also giving freedom from rush and worry

about "what's next" or social roles and instead just deeply enjoying being in the moment.

May (1981) said,

In the person's life response no longer blindly follows stimulus. There

intervenes between the two our human imaginings, reflections,

considerations, ponderings. Pause is the prerequisite for wonder. When

we don't pause, when we are perpetually hurrying from one appointment

to another, from one "planned activity" to another, we sacrifice the

richness of wonder, (p. 167)

It was in those moments of wonder and open reflection where co-researchers expressed

coming to their "ah-ha" realizations about themselves, and feeling deeply connected to

the world. Thus, the pause aided co-researchers in cognitively integrating and making

meaning of their experiences. For while they were disengaged from their everyday lives

via leisure, and they were engaged in their leisure experiences, they were also in a way

able to at least temporarily disengage or cognitively move beyond the immediate activity

and consider a wider scope ofhow they were experiencing their world in that moment.

This is the tension of the pause within leisure, to be disengaged from everyday life,

engaged in leisure and yet almost disengaged from the specific activity that provided the

defining parameters of the experience. Thus co-researchers were within a cognitive and

experiential frame ofmind that was neither caught up in an activity, nor preoccupied with

other life matters, there were quite literally in an experience of pause in between those

two parameters. It could be said that to be that deeply in-the-moment, and in such a high

degree of cognitive and experiential freedom is the ultimate experience of leisure.
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Regardless of the conceptualization of the experience of the pause, this experience

allowed co-researchers to be in a mind space that was open to other possibilities of

considering one's self and environment. For example if they had experienced something

which had the potential to expand their sense of self, such as feeling (uniquely) strong

and able during a portage and then they come to a beautiful lookout and take a moment to

sit and appreciate their surroundings (and perhaps accomplishments) they then have the

opportunity to make meaning and better understand what their experiences of feeling

strong and able really meant to them. It was also during the pause that appreciation for

and identification with nature could occur. Again, it is about having an experience of

openness to how one perceives one's self, one's environment and the meaning making

between self and environment.

Interestingly, May (1981) also talked about the necessity of silence for pause.

The appreciation of the silence of nature, as opposed to the inundation of noise and

external human-stimuli was something all co-researchers addressed as being a factor in

their transformative encounters. Just as pause is an experience of not doing, it is a

sensory experience in between the usual human recognitions of sound. In musical terms

it may literally be the silence in between notes but in terms of nature May said, -

It is in the pause that people learn to listen to silence. We hear an infinite

number of sounds that we normally never hear at all - the unending hum

and buzz of insects in a quiet summer field, a breeze blowing lightly

through the golden hay, a thrush singing in the low bushes beyond the

meadow. And we suddenly realize that this is something - the world of
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"silence" is populated by a myriad of creatures and a myriad of sounds, (p.

165).

For May, in that lack of sound at least human sound, we may find our "muses". This

concept was echoed by Abram ( 1 996),

Today we participate almost exclusively with other humans and with our

own human-made technologies. It is a precarious situation, given our age-

old reciprocity with the many-voiced landscape. We still need that which

is other than ourselves and our own creation. . ..we are human only in

contact, and conviviality, with what is not human....we must renew our

acquaintance with the sensuous world...Direct sensuous reality, in all its

more-than-human mystery, remains the sole solid touchstone for an

experiential world now inundated with electronically-generated vistas and

engineered pleasures; only in regular contact with the tangible ground and

sky can we learn how to orient and to navigate in the multiple dimensions

that now claim us. (pp. ix-x)

Thus, nature-based leisure as an inspiring setting usually relatively tree from human

technology and noise is a context ripe for pause-like experiences which hold the potential

for expanded considerations of self and the self in the world. It is precisely these

moments that sat at the confluence of experiencing nature as an authentic space and

considering one's authentic self within that place.

Personal Transformation: A Call to Authenticity

There are many ways to explain how people construct and understand their sense

of self and how it evolves. The language co-researchers used to describe their
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transformation were on a continuum between the spiritual and the secular. I have not

addressed this difference earlier because regardless of the language used co-researchers'

identification with an authentic selfwas a shared outcome. DeHoff s (1998) discussion

of psychological and spiritual growth suggests that there are in fact more similarities than

differences between psychological and spiritual growth and development. This is in line

with what this research ultimately found, that the transformative outcomes were best

summed up as the recognition of an authentic self, "this is who I really am". Aristotle

discussed this concept under the name of one's daimon which Waterman (1990, 1993)

expanded upon in discussions of personal expressiveness and Harter (2002) discussed in

terms of authenticity. Arriving at this awareness that "this is who I really am" was by

way of an upward spiral of turning points or awakenings and behavioural changes

inspired by nature-based leisure experiences. Moments ofpause within nature, of

profound appreciation or sense of cormection, or activities that expanded a person's sense

of self and possibility, all served as catalysts for self-reconsideration. As described by

co-researchers in Chapter 4, personal transformation was not just a realization but the

actualization of that change, of putting that awareness into action. h >

The (re)discovery and ensuing upward spiral of actualizing an authentic self was

at the heart of co-researchers' transformative experiences. This discovery of one's true

self and the resulting search for ways to actualize and live in accordance with that self is

a concept congruent with the Hellenic philosophy of eudaimonism and daimon ».

(Waterman, 1990, 1993).

Eudaimonism is an ethical theory that calls upon people to recognize and

live in accordance with the daimon or 'true self ...daimon refers to those
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potentialities of each person, the realization ofwhich represents the •

greatest fulfillment in living of which each is capable. These include both

the potentialities that are shared by all humans by virtue of our common

specieshood and those unique potentials that distinguish each individual

fi-om all others. The daimon is an ideal in the sense of being an

excellence, a perfection toward which one strives and, hence, it can give

meaning and direction to one's life. The efforts a person makes to live in

accordance with the daimon, to realize those potentials, can be said to be

personally expressive. (Waterman, 1 990, p. 52) -

For co-researchers, their true selfwas a self that emanated from within, a self that was

defined beyond the social influences, roles and external voices. Within a moment of

pause in nature, co-researchers recognized two divergent selves, a false self and an

authentic self. Harter (2002) said "the false self is experienced as socially implanted

against one's will, and as such it feels foreign" (p. 383). Co-researchers described such a

moment of tacit recognition of an authentic self that stood in stark contrast to the version

of themselves that they now recognized as false or inauthentic. From this point of ';

realization co-researchers' upward spiral to better understand and actualize that authentic

self- or achieve eudaimonia- began. vA •'• . ^\,^ , t ", •-.••••
.

• -• ^ ,-
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Nature became a special place for co-researchers to experience themselves as it

was perceived to be free of limiting social expectations and rich with possibilities to . !>

explore and enact dimensions of self not yet understood or encountered. Harter (2002)

agreed that relative freedom from limiting or coercive social settings is important in

recognizing and actualizing one's true (or good) self for she said, "the essence of the
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naturally good human being was corrupted by socioenvironmental conditions, sentiments

that found their way into the works of Erich Fromm, Karen Homey, and Carl Rogers" (p.

383). Furthermore, the sense of connectedness, belonging, acceptance and freedom

within co-researchers interactions with nature are the very characteristics that Harter

suggested are necessary for the development of a true, healthy self

The deepest sense of a true self is continuously formed in connection with

others and is inextricably tied to growth within the relationship. Mutual

empathy is the cornerstone of this perspective (see Batson, Ahmad,

Bishner, & Tsang, this volume). Genuine empathic exchange and

relatedness bring clarity and authenticity to the self. (2002, p. 389)

Thus, if nature is considered as the "other" in these relationships - which was how co-

researchers described their interactions - then nature certainly fulfills this perspective for

the development of a true self, nature is the genuine empathic other.

This is not to say that an authentic self is a "unitary self," but is instead a

conscious self, more aware ofwhat feels true and personally congruent versus a self that

is unconsciously changing with external demands and pressures. Clark and Dirkx (2000),

in a dialogue on adult learning expressed this point as not "asking a fish if it knows it's in

water....[but] to realize they are surrounded by water...That is, they are immersed within

a particular view of the self that shapes and informs their ways of thinking" (p. 104). Co-

researchers all expressed this as being aware of themselves grounded in the sense of self

that they experience in nature and then when they are in other situations, being grounded

by that belief in their interconnection with all of life and their values around that concept.

Their authentic self is thus a floating concept that evolves, but evolves grounded in the
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awareness ofwhere it is situated in relation to/with authentic nature instead ofbeing

unconscious ofwhat is determining their defining sense ofwho they are.

All co-researchers expressed the necessity of being proactive and seeking to

further understand and actualize this authentic self or daimon. They purposefully either

sought out more experiences in nature to further explore this other and truer version of

self, or they began to immediately implement changes in their lives. For all co-

researchers these changes have been gradual, perhaps going home and giving away all the

clothes that seemed excessive, unnecessary and inexpressive ofwho they really are; it

may have been deciding to no longer watch television; it may also have been making the

decision to pursue a new path or end a relationship. As Kleiber (1999) described it, once

an authentic selfhas been realized, development of "authenticity is conditioned in several

ways: (1) by finding and responding to one's inner characteristics and potentials; (2) by

behaving "naturally" as opposed to "unnaturally"; and (3) by establishing a level of

comfort or "fit" with the immediate environment" (p. 97). This is precisely how co-

researchers described the enactment of their authentic self, finding ways of expressing

themselves and behaving in ways that were congruent with that authentic self All co-

researchers spoke of discovering creative abilities they had never tapped into prior to

their realization of this authentic self It seems that the authentic self fostered confidence

to enact changes and curiosity to further explore and express the unfolding dimensions of

themselves. This concept of the discovery of personal creativity is further discussed

within conclusions and implications.

The perspective presented in this study ofpersonal transformation being an active

and purposeful process of actualizing an authentic self is unique in that it is within a
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positive life context. Oftentimes personal transformation is described in terms of reactive

unconscious movement away from an undesired self instead of purposeful and conscious

movement towards a desired self The majority of literature on transformative

experiences is usually discussed in relation to a traumatic life event such as spinal cord

injury and the resulting changes are seen as being "forced" upon the person (Calhoun 8c

Tedeschi, 1998; Kleiber et al., 2002; Park & Helgeson, 2006). This research however,

suggests that people not only recognize and then move towards a desired authentic self,

but that they purposefully seek out ways to do so, inspired by positive as well as negative

life experiences. This more positive outlook on the potential for human development is

more in line with positive psychology and the desire to better understand positive life

experiences, well-being and the attainment ofAuthentic Happiness, the namesake of

Seligman's (2002) book on positive psychology.

Kleiber (1999) discussed the idea that leisure may be generative of development,

especially in terms of normative development, giving people a context which helps them

in moving between age-related developmental stages. Leisure is inherently intrinsically

motivated and so the argument goes that developmental outcomes of leisure experiences

are at least partially self-directed. This research certainly attests to this concept of leisure

being generative of development and also intrinsically motivated. The position could be

taken that in some cases co-researchers were in fact experiencing some degree of

normative, age-related development. However, the extent to which the leisure experience

reshaped our sense of self, outlook on life and relationships suggests that we did in fact

experience non-normative development, as our development transcended life-stage

related changes. Again, these changes are within a context of positive life experiences
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and as such supports the notion that leisure is a somewhat unique and important

developmental context. This notion of leisure inspiring and generating normative or non-

normative development would be of interest to leisure practitioners, therapists and

educators who all have a vested interest in encouraging, fostering and providing for

developmental experiences.

This section has addressed the ways in which the essence can be understood

within the context of existing literature. By providing this discussion including some

literature through which the essence can be illuminated and considered 1 was intending to

provide grounding for the narrative, descriptive account of the essence of the intersection

of personal transformation and nature-based leisure. From this point, I will move on to

discussing the most pressing conclusions and implications of this research.

Conclusions and Implications

In the above discussion of the essence of the phenomenon within existing

literature, I only briefly alluded to future implications and conclusions of this research.

In the following paragraphs I will discuss in greater detail the eight major contributions

of this research and how these may potentially inform research and practice; the effective

use of artefacts; and how the interview process was a meaning making experience.

The Eight Major Contributions

Authenticity. As described in detail in earlier sections, authenticity is the

centering piece of personal transformation and nature-based leisure. Nature happened to

be perceived as an authentic space and context by the co-researchers of this study, and

that perception of authenticity is what opened us to our transformations. An authentic
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space may be a museum for one person, a farmers market for another or a school for yet

another. One important message to take home from this research is that context is of

central importance to a person's ability (and perhaps willingness) to make meaning of

his/her experiences and to thus begin the upward spiralling toward self-actualization.

The experiences of the co-researchers in this study suggests that perceived authenticity of

context (in this case, nature) may lead to the recognition of an authentic self, and that

authentic self is a self that is evolving purposefully towards self-actualization.

The recognition of the importance of context in development has important

implications for both those who provide educational or therapeutic services as well those

receiving such services. For service providers or practitioners, this research suggests that

attention to the context needs of clients and students may aide in maximizing learning and

therapeutic outcomes. If a context is not meaningful or is incongruent in some way for a

student/client then the practitioner is already fighting an uphill battle of forcing meaning

making upon the student/client. On the contrary, when a context is perceived to be

authentic and congruent then there is a sense of empowerment and desire on the

client/student's behalf to maximize the potential for meaning to be made of the

experience.

More specifically, in terms of nature as a context, the findings of this research

may have particularly important implications for environmental education or any outdoor

adventure/education situation where environmental stewardship is a valued outcome.

One developmental outcome for all co-researchers was a heightened awareness of one's

personal connection to all of nature, an awareness that resulted in an intrinsically driven

sense of environmental stewardship. Co-researchers would not have come to this
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conclusion had we not perceived nature to be an authentic, valued and relevant personal

context. Thus, where environmental stewardship and awareness is of interest, peoples'

perceptions of, relationships to/with nature must be considered and guided towards

perceived authenticity.

Future research in this area could examine perceptions of authenticity, congruence

between environment or context, and individual transformation. Additionally, it would

be interesting to answer the question as to why people develop certain perceptions of

congruence in certain contexts and environments. Understanding this would aide

therapists and even educators in providing learning or healing contexts that are personally

congruent and valued for students or patients/clients.

Nature as authentic, a progression through paradigms. As discussed earlier

within existing literature, co-researchers' experiences with, and sense of relationship to

nature progressed through various paradigms or perspectives. The ultimate result of said

progression for co-researchers within this study was the perception of nature as authentic

as was discussed above. The implications of such a perception were a profound sense of

connection to nature and intrinsically motivated belief in environmental stewardship.

This is an important consideration for those involved with environmental

education, outdoor recreation/education, adventure education, or those concerned with

fostering environmental stewardship. As co-researchers interacted with nature,

experienced nature, and had the opportunity to consider their relatedness to/with nature

over varying periods of time and activities, their perceptions of nature and the paradigms

through which they interpreted their experiences evolved. Co-researchers did not jump

from perceiving nature as other-than, less than, wild, empty and/or dangerous to a sense
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of oneness (that they carried with them) within one experience. Co-researchers

experienced a progressive openness to nature, and to themselves within that context and

type of experience. I do not doubt that it is possible to make such a jump, but based on

this research it seems that the majority of people must move through a progression of

paradigms, such as neo-colonialist, dominance, romanticization, and then perhaps a depth

of perceived relatedness and valuing of nature.

Thus, my question for all educators and providers of aforementioned experiences

is: "What paradigm are you trying to move people into or towards?"; "From what

paradigm are you operating/teaching/perceiving?"; and, "Through what paradigm or

perspective are your students or clients currently operating?" I believe these are vital

questions in being able to provide meaningful, developmentally relevant, inviting,

challenging, and yet non-threatening encounters with nature (or perhaps any context or

issue of interest).

To try to get people to make large leaps may actually bring about resistance. Co-

researchers within this research shared stories of friends and family rejecting their sense

of oneness with nature and newfound environmental stewardship by labelling them as

hippies - in the most derogatory and dismissive sense. Doing so was likely a way of

lessening and avoiding a paradigm and perspective that was challenging, perhaps

threatening and generally different than their own conception of the world. So although -

at least in my opinion - moving people to a sense ofprofound connection to nature and

thus intrinsically motivated and morally valued environmental stewardship is an

important developmental goal, this may be perceived as threatening and even coercive if

a person is in a place of other-than with nature.
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Future research could address this progression through nature paradigms,

providing better understanding of the how's, what's and why's of people's movement

through degrees of relatedness from other-than and less-than, to profound connection and

intrinsically motivated environmental stewardship. Until there is a more complete

understanding of this progression 1 have three suggestions. First, that practitioners keep

in mind the end result identified in this research - the perceived authenticity of nature and

of self with(in) nature. Second, that there is a constant state of reflection on the questions

I mentioned above. Third, that there is also a continual questioning ofhow a sense of

relatedness and connection to nature can be dually demonstrated and experienced within

any educational, leisure or recreation experience.

The importance ofthe pause. As discussed in the previous section, pause is an

overlooked and underappreciated dimension of the developmental potential of nature-

based leisure experiences. Without a doubt, pause, not flow experiences were the most

developmentally potent leisure experiences reported by co-researchers in terms of

fostering personal transformation.

Providing for pause experiences may enhance the developmental outcomes of

flow, risk and adventure experiences by providing an opportunity for the participant to

(re)consider the value, meaning and lessons of those experiences. The challenge of

programming for pause experiences is similar to that ofprogramming for flow. It is not

possible to say exacfly how to program for an experience that will be meaningful and

pause-inducing for each individual. That said a culture must first be created that values

pause-like experiences as much as flow-type experiences. If there is little appreciation

for and valuing of experiences that ask for quiet reflection and some degree of solitude
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then there may be resistance to the experience itself. Encouraging people to be open and

receptive to themselves, their environment and the experience of themselves within that

environment may be an important dimension of "setting people up" for a pause

experience. Whether that means a person simply leads by example by often taking a

moment to take in their surroundings along a portage, or asks a group to join them for

quiet star gazing one night. It could also take the shape of a leader suggesting a more

formal solo-time experience. Of course different kinds of opportunities for pause would

vary from situation to situation, from multi-day backcountry trips to urban school

settings. •->-''•:.. i.'/ ...,• .!.s- ./ •- v

Furthermore, pause need not be defined by stillness either, pause could be an

active experience while paddling or walking, so long as the person has the ability to attain

that dichotomous state of being engaged and relatively disengaged from the activity.

Pause can be attained anywhere, it is a matter of the time, space, and cultural value being

provided for in that experience. Pause, like leisure, is more about attaining a state of

mind as much as it is an experience. Henceforth what practitioners may want to consider

the kinds of mind states they are encouraging or fostering and how they can provide

situations that are pause-friendly. Based upon the accounts of all co-researchers, silence

- at least human silence - was an important component of pause-induction (at least

within natural settings). Within other settings, the trick may be to determine what sounds

are intrusive and masking of sounds that are overlooked or underappreciated, a good

example is May's (1981) suggestion of considering the silence in between musical notes.

Further, silence may also be not so literal, maybe it is to turn one's attention away from

sound and towards other ways of interpreting and experiencing one's world: there may
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1

be much inspiration and awareness gained through intense experiences of smell, taste,

touch and sight.

Researchers in the realm of leisure could certainly benefit irom a better

understanding of pause experiences and how pause impacts leisure experiences in

general. Additionally, further understanding of the contexts and environments conducive

to pause experiences would be helpful for practitioners who feel that pause-type

experiences would be beneficial to their clients.

The spiritual and the secular/scientific. The spiritual and secular/scientific are

more often than not considered to be two opposing sides and two divergent paradigms.

Interestingly in the case of this research, whether one's paradigm was spiritual or

secular/scientific, the essence of one's experience and developmental outcomes were the

same. I avoided highlighting or labelling the differences in co-researchers' perspectives

and descriptions of their experiences and simply allowed their paradigms to speak for

themselves through the language used and other direct accounts such as their artefacts. I

chose to do this because highlighting and labelling differences would have detracted fi-om

what was more important, the fact that the essence of their experience of the phenomenon

was the same. Adele is a scientist who does not identify with spirituality, Maya a nurse

and shamanic practitioner, Quinn a forestry worker who holds shamanic beliefs, Naomi

an investment banker who has an open perspective on spirituality, and myself, a self

proclaimed spiritual explorer who does not associate with any particular view or group.

Although as a group we have a variety of life experiences, values and beliefs influencing

each ofour perspectives on many dimensions of our lives, when it came to personal

transformation and nature-based leisure, there was little difference in the way we
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described and experienced the phenomenon. To me at least, this is a heartening finding,

indicating that when it comes to moving towards self-actualization and a profound sense

of interconnectedness with all of nature/life, whether one's views are spiritual or secular

we all have a similar experiences of "oneness" and development. One implication of

such a finding may be that nature provides a unique developmental context that holds the

potential for people to not only experience a sense of unity and oneness with nature, but

also to find common ground with others who may be different in their beliefs but who

share this common experience of interconnection and true self Thus nature-based

leisure, when encountered as this kind of developmentally profound encounter, has the

potential to provide a unifying experience, a common ground for people of varying

beliefs. Nature and our interconnection with "it," is a human reality and yet one which is

not very appreciated in Western (and perhaps other) societies.

Furthermore, there is often a perceived gap between transformation (secular

terminology) and transcendence (spiritual terminology), this research, as previously

discussed contributes to the argument that there is in fact little difference between

spiritual and secular development and growth. Future research especially within nature-

based leisure contexts could clarify the developmental outcomes of otherwise isolated

discussions of spiritual encounters and transcendence. This research project points to the

opportunity to build a bridge between spiritual and secular languages and experiences,

especially in terms of nature-based leisure experiences and this concept could be further

explored.

Receptivity to the authenticity ofnature in other contexts. It is already well

established within this research that all co-researchers felt a profound sense of connection
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to and relatedness with nature. Co-researchers carried this perspective and feeling about

nature within themselves at all times. Thus, co-researchers' openness to nature, to the

lessons and support of nature was also carried with them. The grounding of values and

self as related to nature, was consequently always available and so at any time, within

any context, co-researchers always had the ability to re-centre themselves. This ongoing

sense of connection and receptivity to nature served as a constant reminder and

inspiration to continue on our respective paths of actualizing our transformational

experiences. One such example is Naomi looking out of her skyscraper office window

towards the Detroit River and in that moment feeling connected, at ease, and re-grounded

in her beliefs, values, and the life path she is now exploring.

Environmental educators may be interested in this concept in terms of

overcoming the challenge of not just educating children about nature but in instilling in

them a more intrinsically driven environmental awareness and stewardship. This

research contributes to better understanding how to do this, in terms of recognizing the

need for more than a sense of connection to a particular place, but for an ongoing sense of

connection and valuing for nature on many levels. Future research could examine these

changes in ideals and values as is relevant to environmental awareness.

Creativity and self-creation. All co-researchers spoke of a newly discovered and

an embracing sense of creativity. Creativity took the form of photography, painting,

felting, carving, writing, self-imagining, self-considering, guitar playing, African drum

playing, crafting, and carpentry among other explorations and expressions.

The kind of personal transformation that we experienced, an upward spiralling

towards an actualized authentic self, within the (perceived) open, accepting and authentic
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context of nature, had this universal outcome of creativity. We all felt a combined sense

of curiosity and confidence to explore the ways in which we can express ourselves as

well as an enhanced desire to express our authentic self The purpose of this research

was not to examine creativity and I only had limited data about this outcome, however

co-researchers were clear in their accounts of feeling empowered by nature to embrace

their "colour" and uniqueness at a personal or internal level and to express said traits on a

social or external level. Creativity was an integral part of the upward spiral of self-

actualization that I have mentioned many times in this Chapter. A curiosity to even

explore one's self takes a certain amount of creativity in terms of imagining one's self in

a new situation, doing things that are outside of one's comfort level or realm of

experience. Post transformation however, co-researchers all took this creativity another

step ftirther by not only imagining and engaging in somewhat structured but still

personally novel activities but by finding ways of purposefully expressing themselves

through means of inspired creation. Personal transformation was thus not just a

realization of an authentic self but the creative pursuit to express that self

Creativity and personal expression are a part of healthy development and as

described by co-researchers, were indicators of self-confidence and movement towards

self-actualization and their true purpose. The idea that time in nature may serve to inspire

creativity and both the discovery and enactment of personal expression may be of interest

to therapists and educators alike. Future research may further examine how nature serves

to inspire this and how that context may be used to the benefit of educators and

therapists. ' "
- ' '
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Action, notjustperception ofpersonal transformation. The former discussion of

creativity leads nicely into considering a unique dimension of the ways in which all co-

researchers described and defined personal transformation as action oriented .I ;
-

•.
-

development. Simple expansion of self-awareness or even the identification with an

authentic self was said not to be an end point, but rather the beginning of a series of

actions which bring awareness into actualization. As previously discussed, these kinds of

ideas of self-propelled development are increasingly popular with positive psychologists

and certainly have an undertone of existentialism and self-determination but are not

views held by post traumatic growth theorists. This research gives backing to the %

argument that development is at least partially self-directed and fiirthermore that

transformation is not a passive but rather a purposefijl and action oriented experience.

Earlier in this chapter I discussed Kleiber's (1999) notion that leisure may be generative

of development, and given that leisure is an intrinsically motivated engagement, the

development experienced by all co-researchers was thus intrinsically motivated. As such,

the potential for leisure to encourage and foster self-directed development may be of

interest to therapists of varying kinds, recreation and leisure professionals and even

educators who are interested in providing positive, (at least partially) self-directed

developmental experiences. ;• > . "^v ;

'•• ^- ,: !i i;X"v, • v. ; .= ,v>;'.

The implications of understanding transformation and development as having a

self-directed, action component should turn both researcher and practitioner focus

towards ways in which we can empower and support people to pursue their own >? .•

movement towards self-actualization. Therapeutic recreation professionals, counsellors

and even educators may be interested in considering the ability of individuals to seek out
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ways to explore, discover and express themselves as a means towards altruistic

development. For if individuals do indeed desire and are capable of seeking their own

development, these professionals may want to (re)consider their programming paradigms

or pedagogy in light ofhow they can offer opportunities for individuals to self-actualize

an intrinsically driven upward spiral.

Furthermore, although this research did not seek to measure or classify co-

researcher development, the over-arching theme across co-researchers was that our

transformation brought us to a mind space of actively seeking to engage with our world

in a benevolent, positively-contributing and purposeful kind ofway. This kind of outlook

has similarities to self-actualized persons as described by Maslow (1968). Future

research into personal transformation may want to measure or classify the developmental

"level" achieved by individuals. Additionally, fiature research may consider comparisons

of personal transformation across varying contexts and the resulting developmental

"levels". 1 would be particularly interested to better understand how people can be

supported to move toward self-actualization most effectively. The concept of self-

actualization as an end goal may be one which practitioners may want to consider,

especially ifwe can better understand the means by which this can be fostered and

encouraged. Although self-actualization may be a lofty goal, it seems to me that with

better understanding, this may be a realistic and deeply meaningfiil outcome for

practitioners and their students/patients/clients.

The relevance of "nature-based leisure ". At the outset of this project my intent

was to use the terminology of nature-based leisure in order to be more inclusive of a

wider variety of ways of interacting with nature than are typically attended to within
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outdoor recreation literature. Furthermore, by using the terminology of leisure instead of

recreation, I intended to highlight a different kind of mindset and philosophy of

experience. Based on the accounts of individual co-researchers and collective findings of

this research, it appears that there is in fact a value in, and place for the terminology of

nature-based leisure and the expansion of attention to a wider range of activities with(in)

nature.

All co-researchers have had experiences that were typical adventure-based

journeys through/in nature, as well as less vigorous experiences with nature which were

equally (if not more) developmentally potent than their more popular counterparts. I

have already addressed the need to reconsider the importance of pause experiences, but

there is more to the importance ofnature-based leisure than pause. The state ofmind of

leisure (intrinsically motivated, relative context ofperceived freedom, personally

meaningfiil) makes for a developmentally potent combination with the space and context

of nature. This is distinguished fi-om outdoor recreation where the activity, not the state

of mind is of central interest to the participant, and where fi-om the name itself it is clear

that the context of nature is euphemised, diluted and made vague. One interesting

question for future research is why "outdoor" has been chosen over "nature" and what

purpose that has served in framing expectations and recreating old paradigms.

The fact that all co-researchers shared profound experiences with nature that were

outside of the realm of traditionally accounted for outdoor recreation experiences is

important to note. Quinn's transformative experience took place while he was spending

part of a day alone on his favourite island, drumming and sitting by a fire. One especially

memorable moment of "ah-ha" for Adele was when she was sitting quietly, simply
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appreciating the view of a lake and a squirrel came up behind her, acting as though

Adele's presence was no more remarkable than the pines behind her; it was then that she

realized her deep interconnection with all of nature. Maya came to a profound sense of

oneness while casually riding her horse down local trails near her home and truly feeling

herself energetically merge with her horse. Naomi told me of sitting at her home having

a quiet meditative type ofmoment with her favourite oak tree and coming to realize how

that tree has witnessed astonishing change in human history, and thus how all of nature

has served as a witness to our evolution. These are but some of the examples co-

researchers shared of non-traditional leisure experiences with nature that have served as

turning points, or moments of great realization and awareness in their lives.

It goes without saying that the use of language or jargon can have an immense

impact on the ways in which people think about or perceive concepts, activities, and

experiences. I think there may be much to be gained by re-considering the language that

is used in regards to both facilitated and non-facilitated encounters and experiences with

nature. Why are we using the language of outdoor recreation? What purpose and who

does this use of language serve and what and who does it not? Additionally, there are

clearly benefits to non-traditional, less adventure-focused and extensive time dependant

experiences with nature, and so the outdoor industry as a whole may benefit from a better

understanding of these other kinds of experiences with(in) nature. One last consideration

of expanding and appreciating a wider variety of experiences with nature is that this

opens up a new realm of larger contexts, and setting (such as urban settings) which may

hold opportunities for nature-based leisure experiences. By considering the potential for

nature-based experiences within non-pristine/non-wildemess/non-backcountry settings a
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new set of "clientele'Vpatients/students is included in opportunities to experience nature.

Furthermore, by moving away from a fairly narrow focus on wilderness and "pristine"

natural environments, there may be unrealized potential to support and encourage people

to (re)connect to a version of nature that is equally relevant and is within their own

communities.

Use ofArtefacts

The use of artefacts proved to be a useful tool for me as the interviewer and an

empowering interview device for the co-researchers. I would recommend the use of

artefacts for anyone doing any sort of interview-based research, or studying a

phenomenon which has a tacit dimension that tends to elude description.

As the interviewer, I was sometimes frustrated by miscommunications and

misunderstandings of interview questions, especially when I was trying to understand in

great depth how someone experienced or understood something. The artefact provided

something for me to speak to directly in forming probing questions and by asking about

the artefact my questions were less threatening or invasive to the co-researcher, giving

them something to speak to directly. Co-researchers were able to speak with more

emotion, detail, and depth and their accounts were often more story-like and enthusiastic.

The artefact helped co-researchers to recall situations and other memories related to the

artefact and the phenomenon, which was very helpfiil in providing greater insight into

their understanding of and experiences with the phenomenon. The artefact was a

personal and safe topic for co-researchers because it was something that they created and

chose to share and so in some ways it was almost like co-researchers brought a friend to

the interview, someone/something they could turn to for reassurance, and support in
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trying to describe their perspective. The artefact helped co-researchers to achieve a

greater level of depth and complexity in their descriptions of the phenomenon, as it

forced them to think in symbolic as well as literal terms when describing the artefact.

The artefact also equalled the playing field between interviewer and interviewee, as now

the interviewee was the certain expert on this topic and the interviewer was in an obvious

position of learning and receiving information. Without hesitation, I would use artefact

elicitation again when investigating a lived experience and would recommend it's use for

other qualitative researchers.

Interviews: A Meaning Making Experience

All co-researchers told me that they better understood their experiences after

going through the interview. The interview process turned out to be much more than an

information gathering experience for me as the interviewer, but also an illuminating

discussion for each of us, as to the meanings associated with our experiences. Although

everyone knew that they had been transformed by their nature-based leisure experiences,

the details of their changes, the meanings associated with their experiences, the reasons

why their experiences had such a profound impact on them and other such details were

clarified for both interviewer and interviewee.

At the core of this phenomenon of gaining new insight into our own experiences

was the simple fact that none of us had ever had the opportunity to engage in this kind of

intensive discourse with someone who was keenly interested in our own personal truth

about our experiences. All co-researchers said that we had had very few opportunities to

even describe our experiences with fiiends or family at any great depth. Thus the

interview process of sharing and explaining our experiences was generally the first time
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that our experiences were vocalized and discussed in great detail. For me, knowing that

the interview process had provided co-researchers with a safe and meaningful

opportunity to share their life changing experiences was the most moving part of this

entire research project. To bear witness to another person's story gave me great

satisfaction, but it also brought me into awareness of the lack of opportunities for

individuals to discuss, debrief and thus make (deeper) meaning of their experiences. Co-

researchers indicated that by simply sharing with me, they were brought back to their

awareness of their personal values and beliefs. Not only did the interview process

provide a forum for them to express themselves and their beliefs and experiences but also

to connect to someone (me) who not only valued their experiences and accounts but also

shared in a similar life experience.

Thus, the interview process serves not only the researcher and the progression of

academic understanding of lived experiences but also serves to clarify and illuminate for

the interviewees their own beliefs, understandings and meanings related to their

experiences. From this perspective it can be argued that interviews do not only benefit

the primary researcher but also co-researchers. Furthermore, this kind of account of the

benefit of discussion and sharing in the process of making meaning of one's experience

lends to the benefits and necessity for debriefing experiences with participants of nature-

based leisure experiences.

Challenges, Limitations and De-limitations

The challenges, limitations and values of the heuristic research process are

discussed in this reflexive three-part account. First, 1 will share the challenges of doing

heuristic research from seeking tacit knowledge to embedding my own story and
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representing a diversity of perspectives and experiences. Second, I will discuss the

limitations of this research including the highly contextualized findings, cautions about

making generalizations, and considerations of the potential uniqueness of co-researchers.

Third, I will discuss the de-limitations including taking a second look at who participated

in this study and why, and also the apparent void of deep ecology and eco-psychology

literature.

The heuristic process was especially demanding for me as the researcher because

my own perspectives and experiences were held as an equal data set. What I found most

difficult in handling my own data was to not over represent or under represent myself It

was a tricky process to decide what was necessary to share to make my perspectives

intelligible without leaving significant gaps or to overindulge in detail which could

potentially make my perspective seem more important thein the other co-researchers'.

The process of writing, stepping away, and re-writing (a few times) helped me to identify

what was really pertinent and how to express that without being either overindulgent or

vague. •
r ''•-ni :

With co-researchers' data on the other hand, the challenge lay at the other end of

the spectrum, being aware that I did not necessarily know each detail of their lives and to

go ahead and do as complete a job as I could of fairly representing their perspectives and

experiences. A challenge of fairly representing their perspectives and experiences lay in

the inherent limitations ofhuman communication, as with each co-researcher I knew that

I could never have a complete understanding of exactly what they felt or experienced, I

could only work with the information that was provided and to share it as literally as

possible. Some co-researchers were more articulate and open, willing to share the details
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of their beliefs while others were more guarded and less willing or able to be transparent

and explicit in explaining their lived context. Then there were the natural differences in

perspectives and opinions and the challenge in not just appreciating and respecting

differing opinions but ofbeing clear of what exactly those beliefs meant. Considering

these challenges, getting to the tacit knowledge of each co-researcher, including myself,

required conscious attention not only to the use and interpretation of language but also to

expressions of emotion and bodily experiences of the phenomenon. I believe that the

interviews were successful in eliciting descriptions of emotional, cognitive as well as

bodily ways ofknowing the phenomenon and that those experiences and perspectives are

well represented in the findings. Even though there were many challenges to working

with heuristic methodology, the final results demonstrate the depth ofknowledge that can

be acquired using this method.
.
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The contextualization of the findings within the specific and unique experiences

of the co-researchers means that the essence of the phenomenon is not to be generalized.

The composite description of the essence is not meant to be read as a rule or theory. This

thesis was written with the intention of providing the reader with enough background

information on each co-researcher and enough understanding of the process that led to

the findings, to allow for independent decisions to be made as to whether the findings

were applicable to a reader's particular situation. The benefit of putting forward such

contextualized knowledge is that it unapologetically highlights the many ways of

knowing and being and how individuals' lived experiences influence their perspectives.

By understanding that a person's interactions with their lived contexts have a tremendous

impact on their interpretations of self and their environment, this research contributes to
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the appreciation of the complexity of the human search for meaning and understanding in

their lives.

It needs to be addressed that there is a chance that the group of co-researchers

who participated in this study were potentially a unique group of individuals who have

had experiences outside of the norm. In regards to nature's perceived authenticity, it may

be fair to say that the kinds of experiences and perspectives shared by co-researchers are

quite unique. However, the phenomenon of perceiving a given context and environment

to be authentic and to (re)discover one's authentic self within that space, I would suggest

is not unique. The particular relationship and sense of connection to nature shared by co-

researchers may be special, and perhaps different from many others, but the overarching

theme of encountering a context and it transforming a person, is likely very common. It

would be helpful in future research, to gather data from a larger sample of people, it may

also be helpful to study other positive contexts offransformation and compare the

essence of the various intersections of different contexts.

Although the transformative outcomes and the essence of the experiences of co-

researchers may have been the same, the co-researchers themselves were actually a very

diverse group. Educational levels, careers, socioeconomic status, spiritual beliefs, sex,

family life, and nature-based leisure experiences are just some of the differentiating

factors amongst co-researchers. These co-researchers were chosen to participate not only

because of their availability and willingness to contribute to this research, but because

they offered a range of experiences, perspectives and backgrounds. Looking back at this

research, I am pleased with the choices that I made and the interesting people who

participated. If this research was to be undertaken again, and there was sufficient time
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and money, I would certainly encourage a larger group of people to be interviewed as that

would only enhance the complexity and depth of understanding of the essence of the

phenomenon.

Before wrapping up this research, I feel it is necessary to mention that I am in fact

aware of the existence of literature pertaining to deep ecology and eco-psychology. I

chose not to examine those bodies of literature after a broad-reaching search through

many literature choices. The conclusion I came to during the formative stages of this

research was that what I was interested in had not yet been adequately described in a

number of areas, and there was a gap in appropriate language to describe what I had

experienced. As I progressed through this research, a language began to emerge, inspired

by the stories, feelings and experiences of all co-researchers. I unapologetically stand by

my choice not to delve into the language and perspectives of deep ecology and eco-

psychology for this research, for I believe the language used in this research is a true

reflection of the language that co-researchers themselves chose and identified with. I

would however, in fiature research encourage a review of deep ecology and eco-

psychology in comparison to the kinds of accounts offered by co-researchers. The task of

this research however was not to compare and seek to match co-researcher accounts to

existing literature, but to allow an organic description of the essence of the phenomenon

to emerge, and this I have accomplished.

In closing, this study was designed to examine a tacitly known phenomenon using

heuristic research methods. The results clearly demonstrate the significant potential of

this type of project. Through this research, a clearer understanding of the intersection

between nature and personal transformation was generated. Participants were able to
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articulate and creatively express their tacit understandings of very personal, life changing

experiences, and by honouring those personal accounts in their wholeness, an organic

understanding and use of language emerged, illuminating a previously unclear area of

lived experience.

As independent factors, personal transformation and nature were clarified as lived

experiences and concepts, and this kind of understanding has implications and relevance

not only within the genres of outdoor recreation and leisure but potentially within

therapeutic and educational setting, applications, and literature as well. This research

demonstrates the need to better understand how to provide lived contexts, experiences

and opportunities that are personally meaningfiil and fostering of an authentic self. This

research also serves to challenge the dominant North American valuations ofnature as

predominantly being an economic resource or recreational space by offering the

perspective that when humans (re)discover their innate connection to nature an altruistic

and authentic human spirit may be (re)discovered. Much like the positive psychology

notion ofmoving people beyond surviving to thriving, this research was not only

concerned with those who are thriving due to their encounters with nature, but with the

general ability ofhumans to seek-out and actualize their best-self and full potential.

The eight major contributions that were outlined towards the end of chapter 6

provided ideas for future research and implications for practice which may be of interest

to an interdisciplinary audience. The concept of perceived authenticity may have

implications in areas such as therapeutic practice and environmental education. The

discussion on people progressing through paradigms towards the perceived authenticity

of nature puts forward the beginning of a dialogue for environmental education
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practitioners, researchers and theorists also interested in the human-nature relationship.

The importance of pause is another area that calls for equalized attention in leisure

research and more consideration within practice. The discussion on the potential for

nature as the foundation for building a bridge between spiritual and secular differences in

language and experience makes for a stand alone contribution. Co-researchers' accounts

of our receptivity to nature within other contexts contributes to discussions on developing

an environmental ethic, and also the potential of nature in personal transformation. The

discussion on creativity may be of interest to all researchers and practitioners interested

in human development and the contexts that are most supportive of it. Finally, the

discussion on personal transformation as having an action component, contributes to the

growing interest and body of literature concerned with self-directed human development.

The information, insight and contributions gained through this research are many.

The heuristic method proved to be a successful and effective means for illuminating a

phenomenon which has been otherwise difficult to describe. In bearing particularly close

witness to the experiences of only a few individuals, an essence has been described which

may have implications and contributions that go well beyond the island, lakes, horse

trails, winding rivers, retreat experiences and mountain views from which the essence

was inspired.
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APPENDIX A

Hi there,

I am contacting you because you have been a participant in a program deHvered

through the Edge. I am helping a Brock University graduate student, Emily Johnson,

locate participants for her Master's thesis study. She is looking for people who have had

an experience with nature that resulted in some kind of transformation - this

transformation could be a change in sense of self, or in relationships with others, or in a

sense ofwhere you fit in the world. She is hoping that your transformative experience in

nature has occurred more than a year ago, but less that ten years ago.

If you have had this kind of experience and are interested in participating in this

project with Emily, you will be asked to meet with her twice at a location of your choice,

to spend between 1 .5 and 2 hours with her each time talking about your nature-based

experience and the changes you attribute to that experience.

All information collected will be kept confidential and your name will not be

associated with the study in any way. Moreover, the Edge will not have access to your

information and will not know whether or not you agree to participate. Thus your future

involvement at the Edge is in no way connected to your involvement in this study.

If you are interested in participating in this study or would like more information

about the study, please contact Emily directly at transformative.experience(a),gmail.com .

You may also contact her faculty supervisor. Dr. Colleen Hood, at Brock University

chood(a),brocku.ca if you have questions about the study.

This study has been reviewed and received ethics clearance through the Research

Ethics Board at Brock University (06-338 - JOHNSON), (905) 688-5550 Ext. 3035,

reb@brocku.ca.

Thanks in advance for your willingness to help us understand the power of nature

in people's lives.
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APPENDIX B

Dear
,

Thank you for expressing interest in participating in this thesis research project.

Attached you will find an informational letter and consent form, and a basic demographic

informational sheet. I ask you to please print these two forms and mail them to me at the

address listed below. Please be sure to read through the informational letter and consent

form before you fill out the basic demographic sheet. The informational letter and

consent form will provide you with the details of this study so that you are fiilly aware of

what participation includes as well your rights as a participant.

Upon receipt of this completed package (informational letter and consent form

and basic demographic sheet) I will be in touch to coordinate dates and a time and place

that is convenient for you to meet for the interviews.

If you have any questions or concerns, feel fi-ee to contact me at

transformative.leaming@gmail.com or my supervisor Dr. Colleen Hood at 905-688-5550

extension 5 120. Thank you again, and I look forward to speaking with you in the near

future!

Sincerely,

Emily Johnson

Transformative.experience@gmail.com

M.A. Candidate

Recreation and Leisure Studies

Brock University

Mailing Address:

Emily Johnson

c/o Department of Recreation and Leisure Studies

Brock University

500 Glenridge Ave.

St. Catharines, Ontario

L2S3A1
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APPENDIX C

Demographic Informational Sheet

If you are willing to participate in this study and have completed the consent form, please

provide me with the following basic descriptive information about you.

Name

Address

Telephone #

Age 18-25 26-30 31-35 35-40 41-45 46-50 > 50_

Gender M F

Educational Level

High School

Some Post Secondary

College Diploma

Baccalaureate Degree_

Some Graduate Work_
Graduate Degree

1 . Please describe briefly your past involvement(s) in outdoor recreation or nature-based

leisure.

2. Please describe briefly your specific nature-based experience that led to this change in

sense of self, relations with others or philosophy of life. What year(s) did this take place?
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APPENDIX D

Informational Letter and Informed Consent
Date: July 10, 2007

Title of Study: The Essence of a Tacit Intersection: A Heuristic Inquiry into Nature-Based Leisure and
Personal Transformation.

Principal Investigator: Emily Johnson, M.A. Candidate, transfonnative.experience(S).qmail.com

Department of Recreation and Leisure Studies, Brock University

Faculty Supervisor: Dr. Colleen Hood, Department Chair, chood(a>brocku.ca

Department of Recreation and Leisure Studies, Brock University

(905) 688-5550 Ext. 5120

You are invited to participate in a research study. The purpose of this study is to discover the essence of the

intersection of personal transformation and nature-based leisure. Personal transformation is experienced
and defined differently by different people. Some people talk about it as a "turning poinf in their lives, or

they may talk about It as specifically changing their sense of self, or relationships with others, or even their

philosophy of life. Nature-based leisure is any leisure or recreation experience in which the context of

nature has great importance. These experiences could range from yoga in the woods to white water

canoeing. This study seeks to better understand the ways that humans benefit from interactions with nature,

specifically in terms of personal growrth and development.

WHAT'S INVOLVED

As a participant, you will be asked to meet with the principal investigator, Emily Johnson, on two occasions

for interviews lasting between 1 .5 to 2 hours each and at a location of your choice. The two interviews will

involve in-depth discussion of your experience(s) of personal transformation due to a nature-based leisure

experience. One interview will focus on personal transformation, your experience of, definition of and
thoughts on this topic. The other interview will focus on nature, your relationship to nature, reflections on
your experiences with nature and how you believe nature is related to your transformative experience.

Additionally, you will be asked to bring an artefact such as a photo (or album), painting, poem, joumal entry

or any object or creative piece which represents for you, your transformative experience in nature. Part of

the interview process will focus on your own description and discussion of the importance and symbolic

meaning of your artefact. Both interviews will be audio recorded and your artefact will be photographed as a

part of your data set. Interviews will be conducted at a time and location that is convenient and comfortable

for you during the month of June or July. The final dimension of your involvement will be to talk with Emily

by phone about her results and what she is discovering about personal transformation and nature-based

leisure. This call should take only 15-20 minutes and will be scheduled at your convenience.

POTENTIAL BENEFITS AND RISKS

This research provides you with the opportunity to discuss your meaningful experience in nature, within an

environment that is encouraging of your expression of your experience. This is an opportunity to tell your

story and through sharing, to gain a greater understanding of your own experience. You will be encouraged

to share all thoughts, feelings, and reflections that you have had about this experience. The outcome of this

study will thus provide a detailed description of the potential for human development by way of interactions

with nature. There are no known or anticipated risks associated with participation in this study.

CONFIDENTIALITY
The information you provide will be kept confidential. Your name will not appear in any thesis or report

resulting from this study; however, anonymous quotations may be used. Data collected during this study will

be stored in a locked filing cabinet and will be kept there for 6 months after the completion of the thesis

project. After 6 months the audio tapes will be burned, photographs and transcripts will be shredded.

Access to this data will be restricted to Emily Johnson and her supervisor, Dr. Colleen Hood.
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VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION

Participation in this study is voluntary. If you wish, you may decline to answer any questions or participate in

any component of the study. Further, you may decide to withdraw from this study at any time and may do
so without any penalty.

PUBLICATION OF RESULTS
Results of this study may be published in professional journals and presented at conferences. Feedback
about this study will be available by contacting Emily Johnson at transformative.experience@qmail.com .

Information about the results of this study are anticipated to be available by November 2007.

CONTACT INFORMATION AND ETHICS CLEARANCE
If you have any questions about this study or require further information, please contact the Principal

Investigator or the Faculty Supervisor (where applicable) using the contact information provided above. This

study has been reviewed and received ethics clearance through the Research Ethics Board at Brock

University 06-338 - JOHNSON. If you have any comments or concerns about your rights as a research

participant, please contact the Research Ethics Office at (905) 688-5550 Ext. 3035, reb@brocku.ca.

Thank you for your assistance in this project. Please keep a copy of this fonri for your records.

CONSENT FORM
I agree to participate in this study described above. I have made this decision based on the information I

have read in the Infomiation Letter and Informed Consent fomi. I have had the opportunity to receive any

additional details I wanted about the study and understand that I may ask questions in the future. I

understand that I may withdraw this consent at any time. I am aware that the researcher will keep

confidential all infomiation that identifies or could potentially identify a participant.

Name:

Signature: Date:

Address:-

Phone #:_

Email:

Availability for Interviews: June
July

August_

Thank you for your participation!

Sincere Regards,

Emily Johnson
M.A. Candidate

Department of Recreation and Leisure

Brock University
06-338 - JOHNSON
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APPENDIX E

Interview Guides 1 & 2

Interview Guide Part 1:

Personal Transformation

1

.

How do you define or describe personal transformation?

- In general?

- For yourself?

2. When and how do you recognize that a transformative experience has occurred?

3. What does it feel like to experience personal transformation?

- What is your most vivid memory or example of this feeling?

- How did you feel during, after and now looking back?

4. How have you been changed by these types of experiences?
- Sense of self?

- Relationships with others?

- Outlook, or philosophy of life?

Intentions & Outcomes
5. When you have experienced personal transformation, would you say that you

were seeking a transformative experience or was it more of an unexpected

outcome?

Seeking:

- Describe the experience and context.

- What were you seeking?

- How do you feel now about the experience?

Unexpected:

- Describe the experience and context.

- What were you seeking?

- How do you feel now about the experience?

- At what point did you recognize the transformative potential?

6. In what way have these transformative experiences impacted you during you in

your day to day life?

Context

7. What situations or setting relate most to personal transformation for you?

8. How has your involvement with nature changed as a result of your transformative

experience?

Closing Questions:

9. Is there anything else about this experience that you would like to share?
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Interview Guide Part 2:

Nature

1

.

What is the importance of nature to you?

What is the place of nature in your life?

How would you define nature?

2. Please describe what it is like for you to experience nature-based leisure.

3. Please describe your experience of transformation during nature-based leisure.

4. Describe the role of nature-based leisure in your own transformative experiences.

- Have been transformed in nature? How would you describe it?

- Have been transformed by nature? How would you describe it?

- Have been transformed with nature? How would you describe it? .

Artifact

5. Tell me about what you have brought today.

6. Why did you choose this artefact?

7. How does it represent your experience?

8. Tell me more about this transformative nature-based leisure experience.

How do you feel while sharing this experience?

Senses, feelings, symbols or other ways of describing the

experience.

9. How does this represent a change in you or your day-to-day life?

Closing Questions:

10. Is there anything else about this experience that you would like to share?

**Thank you for taking the time to share your transformative experience with me. I truly

appreciate your honesty and openness.
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APPENDIX F

Seven types of heuristic interview questions as outlined by Moustakas (1990):

1

.

What does this person knov^f about the experience being studied?

2. What qualities or dimensions of the experience stand out for the person? What
examples are vivid and alive?

3. What events, situations, and people are connected with the experience?

4. What feelings and thoughts are generated by the experience?

5. What bodily states or shifts in bodily presence occur in the experience?

6. What time and space factors affect the person's awareness and meaning of the

experience?

7. Has the person shared all of the significant ingredients or constituents of the

experience?" (Moustakas, 1990, 48)












