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Abstract 

 Adventure-based team building programs are commonly used for the purposes of team 

building. Nevertheless, the body of research on these programs is largely composed of 

quantitative studies that examine their efficacy and outcomes, but fail to address questions 

regarding how these programs facilitate positive change. Answering past scholars’ call for 

theory-based research that explores processes, the present study utilized a qualitative case study 

design to explore how a challenge course program facilitated interpersonal and intrapersonal 

change among a group of post-secondary students employed as Residence Life Staff at a mid-

sized Canadian university. Data were collected via researcher observations of the program, focus 

group interviews, individual interviews, and document collection, and analyzed through 

inductive and comparative analysis. Results revealed that the program facilitated increases in 

group sociability and participants’ interpersonal relationships, communication and confidence. 

Program elements that facilitated those changes, such as an informal atmosphere and an element 

of challenge, were also identified. Kurt Lewin’s (1947a) theory of planned change was utilized 

as a theoretical framework for understanding the process of change, which illuminated the 

importance of participants’ pre-program readiness for change (i.e., unfreezing) and the 

sustainment of those changes post-program (i.e., freezing). Lewin’s conceptualization of field 

theory and group dynamics offered further relevant theoretical insights. Findings have 

implications for future participants, practitioners, and researchers, and make a theoretical case 

for the continued use of Lewin’s theory of planned change as a framework in the field of 

adventure and experiential education.  
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

In the rapidly changing world of the 21st century, cohesive and high-performing teams 

are increasingly fundamental to the success of organizations around the world (Bourke, Garr, van 

Berkel, & Wong, 2017). As a new type of organization takes hold in the near future, “working in 

teams will likely become the norm in business…[and] building and supporting teams will be 

leaders’ principal tasks” (Bourke et al., 2017, p. 25). Evidently, the pressures of the modern 

economy have increased the need for interventions that facilitate team development and optimize 

their performance (Shuffler, DiazGranados & Salas, 2011). The most prominent team 

development interventions that are supported by empirical data tend to fall into two overarching 

categories, including team training and team building.  

First, team training programs aim for team members to acquire, understand, and practice 

the key knowledge, skills, and attitudes required for team performance (Shuffler et al., 2011). In 

comparison, team building programs are generally less systematic in nature, are typically done in 

settings that are removed from the team’s actual performance environment, and place less 

emphasis on skill-based competencies (Klein et al., 2009). Furthermore, team building programs 

focus on improving interpersonal relationships, clarifying roles, and solving task and 

interpersonal issues that impact team functioning (Klein et al., 2009; Shuffler, DiazGranados & 

Salas, 2011).  Team building also aims to assist individuals and groups with examining, 

diagnosing, and acting upon their behaviour and interpersonal relationships (Klein et al., 2009; 

Schein, 1969, 1999). 

As one of the most widely used team development interventions in modern organizations, 

team building programs come in many forms, from indoor group process discussions to outdoor 

experiential activities. Regardless of their many forms, scholars such as Varney and Hunady 
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(1978) have pointed out that team building programs generally share a common overarching 

objective of “energizing individuals to change relationships with other team members” (p. 435). 

Similarly, Sims, Salas, and Burke (2005) stress that any team building program needs to be 

“systematically designed and implemented to achieve meaningful change” (p. 425). For scholars, 

facilitating change appears to be a fundamental objective of these programs.  

Researchers have used numerous models and theories in the empirical literature to 

explain the concept of change, and the process through which change occurs (Meyer & Wegner, 

1998). One of the pioneering scholars on the topic of change is Kurt Lewin (1947a; 1947b), 

whose work has drawn criticism since the 1980s as outdated and redundant, but has also received 

renewed interest and reappraisal in recent years (Burns, 2004; Cummings, Bridgman, & Brown, 

2016). Lewin defined change as the movement of a system from its present condition or level of 

activity to a new level, and conceptualized change as a process that occurs in three distinct 

phases, including: (a) unfreezing (i.e., increasing receptivity to possible change); (b) moving 

(i.e., shifting from one level to another); and (c) freezing (i.e., reinforcing the new level or 

condition; Lewin, 1947a; Lewin, 1947b; Zand & Sorensen, 1975).  

A commonly used form of team building that aims to deliberately produce change in 

participants are adventure-based challenge course programs (Attarian, 2001; Gillis & Speelman, 

2008; Priest, 1999). Rooted in adventure education theory, the premise of challenge course 

programs is that “change may take place in groups and individuals from direct and purposeful 

exposure to: challenge, high adventure, and growth experiences” (Priest, 1999, p. 111). Though a 

significant body of literature supports the efficacy of these programs for fostering the team 

building outcomes, such as improved group functioning (Hatch & McCarthy, 2005) and cohesion 

(Glass & Benshoff, 2002), these studies tend to be quantitative and outcome-focused in nature. 

Few scholars have utilized qualitative research designs to examine participants’ perceptions of 
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whether, and how, these programs facilitate meaningful changes, which scholars such as Sims et 

al. (2005) and Priest (1999) claim to be the primary intended outcome of challenge course team 

building programs. Additionally, a number of key questions have been inadequately addressed in 

the literature (Allison & Pomeroy, 2000; Ewert & Sibthorp, 2014). For example, which elements 

or characteristics of these programs facilitate these changes in participants? Also, how can the 

process through which these programs facilitate changes be explained?  

Among the most critical working teams within the context of post-secondary institutions 

are Residence Life Staff (RLS; also known as residence assistants; Gass, 1999a; Whitney, Early, 

& Whisler, 2016). RLS are typically undergraduate students employed as paraprofessionals (i.e., 

student-employees), who are tasked with providing peer support and development, planning 

educational and social programs, and ensuring students’ safety within the halls of university 

residences (Whitney et al., 2016). The role that these students play is often complex and 

demanding, yet critical to higher education systems (Gass, 1999a). Thus, post-secondary 

institutions often implement extensive training programs to foster individual and team 

development among this student-based employment group in order to support their success in the 

role. To this end, many such programs include adventure-based experiences (Cook, 1980; Gass, 

1999a). Numerous North American post-secondary universities also provide challenge course 

experiences as a major component of training programs for a diverse array of purposes, including 

the training of Residence Life Staff (Gass, 1999a; Rohnke, Rogers, Wall, & Tait, 2007). Few, if 

any, available studies to date, however, have explored the experiences and perspectives of RLS 

who have taken part in challenge course programs.  

Background  

Challenge courses, which have been used since the 1940s, are generally large structures 

that consist of ropes, cables, and hardware suspended from trees or poles (Rohnke et al., 2007). 
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They are often used as a key component of adventure education programs, a form of experiential 

education that aims for interpersonal and intrapersonal growth through intentional exposure to 

novel and challenging situations (Priest, 1999). Challenge course programs generally consist of 

four fundamental elements, including: (a) cooperative games and icebreakers; (b) initiatives (i.e., 

cooperative activities); (c) low ropes (i.e., elements within two meters of the ground); and (d) 

high ropes (i.e., elements that require belaying; Hatch & McCarthy, 2005; Prouty, Panicucci, & 

Collinson, 2007). Though programs vary, they are generally presumed to lead to various group 

and individual outcomes that positively affect participants’ lives in meaningful ways (Schary & 

Waldron, 2017). 

Numerous researchers over the past several decades have sought to examine whether 

challenge course programs do indeed produce the proposed positive outcomes (Gillis & 

Speelman, 2008). Along with other adventure education programs, challenge course programs 

are mainly concerned with two distinct relationships – interpersonal and intrapersonal (Priest, 

1999). Interpersonal relationships describe how people get along with others in a group (i.e., two 

or more people), and include outcomes such as communication, cooperation, and trust (Priest, 

1999). On the other hand, intrapersonal relationships refer to how an individual gets along with 

oneself, encompassing outcomes such as self-concept, self-efficacy, and confidence (Priest, 

1999). Accordingly, the outcomes that have been explored in the challenge course literature 

generally fall under these two main categories.  

Recognizing the diversity of challenge course research but the lack of systematic, 

statistical review of these studies, Gillis and Speelman (2008) conducted a meta-analysis to 

examine the efficacy of challenge course programs. Across programs examined in 44 different 

studies, they discovered positive, medium effect sizes for interpersonal outcome measures such 

as group dynamics, and intrapersonal outcomes such as self-efficacy, which suggest that in 
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general, challenge course programs do indeed facilitate development both within and between 

individuals. Recent studies have similarly confirmed Gillis and Speelman’s (2008) findings (e.g., 

Eatough, Chang, & Hall, 2015).  

Evidently, existing research provides convincing evidence to support the utility of 

challenge course programs (Gillis & Speelman, 2008); however, the majority of these scholars 

have utilized quantitative methods to examine whether these programs “work.” Fewer studies 

have explored participants’ experiences in these programs, and whether they perceive them as 

being impactful; in other words, why or how they work. However, this is an important 

consideration for key stakeholders, including managers and facilitators of these programs 

(Allison & Pomeroy, 2000). Studies utilizing qualitative research designs may be better suited to 

answering these questions, and have been utilized in past research as part of some mixed-

methods studies (e.g., Stewart, Carreau, & Bruner, 2016). Of the limited studies that have 

utilized any sort of qualitative methods in their data collection process, even fewer have 

employed a purely qualitative approach to answer questions regarding participants’ experiences. 

Also recognizing this gap in the literature, Meyer and Wegner (1998) conducted an exploratory 

case study to examine the interpersonal and intrapersonal outcomes of a group of young athletes 

participating in a single-day challenge course program, and found that participants articulated 

that they gained both individual and group-related benefits from the program.  

In addition to exploring participants’ perceptions of the program outcomes, Meyer and 

Wegner (1998) also examined the process through which those outcomes were achieved. Using a 

grounded theory methodology, Meyer and Wegner (1998) identified Kurt Lewin’s theory of 

planned change as a suitable theoretical framework for understanding the process through which 

the challenge course program facilitated meaningful change among the youth athletes. Lewin 

(1947a) argued that change happens in three stages, including: (a) unfreezing; (b) moving; and 



DOES ADVENTURE-BASED TEAM BUILDING PRODUCE CHANGE                              6 

 

(c) freezing. Meyer and Wegner (1998) propose that additional research using this model is 

much needed to explain the process through which challenge course outcomes are achieved. 

Since few, if any, studies in adventure education have examined this process, Meyer and Wegner 

(1998) also asserted that “it is important to conduct similar studies with other populations” 

(1998, p. 164). There is also a significant need for additional research within the field of 

adventure education that, similar to Meyer and Wegner’s (1998), that draw on specific 

theoretical frameworks to understand the processes within programs that facilitate positive 

changes (Baldwin, Persing, & Magnuson, 2004).  

The Present Study 

To address the aforementioned gaps in the challenge course literature, this study utilized 

a qualitative, case study research design to fulfill the two purposes of: (a) understanding the 

impact, if any, of a single-day challenge course program on a sample of participating 

undergraduate students in the role of RLS; and (b) understanding the specific processes and 

elements in the program that facilitates those effects, or lack thereof. Impact was generally 

defined as intrapersonal (i.e., individual-level) or interpersonal (i.e., group-level) changes that 

emerged from the program. The research questions that guided this study include: 

1. Do participants perceive the one-day challenge course program as facilitating interpersonal 

change? If so, how?  

2. Do participants perceive the one-day challenge course program as facilitating intrapersonal 

change? If so, how?  

3. Which, if any, of the various elements and characteristics of the challenge course program do 

participants see as facilitating the interpersonal and intrapersonal changes, or lack thereof?  
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4. How can Kurt Lewin’s theory of planned change be used as a theoretical framework to 

understand the process through which the challenge course program facilitated participants’ 

perceived interpersonal and intrapersonal changes, or lack thereof?  

The decision to employ a qualitative, case study methodology to explore these research 

questions was based on its alignment with the purpose of this study. According to scholars 

(Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2009), case studies provide rich and holistic accounts of real life contexts, 

and attempt to answer how and why questions. Thus, this methodology is well aligned with the 

present study’s objective to produce an in-depth and holistic understanding of participants’ 

perceptions of the impact of a challenge course program.  

The present study will also be guided by an interpretivist theoretical perspective, which 

aims to understand individuals’ socially constructed reality within particular contexts (Willis, 

2007). Research that is founded on this theoretical perspective is much needed in the field of 

adventure education, as practitioners in this field tend to subscribe to interpretivist 

epistemologies, while researchers typically employ positivist theoretical perspectives (Allison & 

Pomeroy, 2000; Wolfe & Samdahl, 2005). This study’s interpretivist theoretical perspective 

informed all key decisions that were made in the design of this study, including case and 

participant selection, data collection, analysis, and trustworthiness strategies.  

According to Merriam (2009), a case must be a bounded system (i.e., a single entity around 

which there are boundaries), which can be a single person, institution, or program. In the context 

of the present study, the selected bounded case was a single challenge course program that took 

place at a challenge course located on the campus of a mid-sized Canadian university. A group 

of 79 RLS participated in the program, and were subsequently approached and recruited to take 

part in focus group and individual interviews. The researcher used purposeful sampling to select 

participants for initial focus group interviews, while he used theoretical sampling to recruit 



DOES ADVENTURE-BASED TEAM BUILDING PRODUCE CHANGE                              8 

 

participants for later individual interviews. Ultimately, the researcher conducted three separate 

focus group interviews, in which five participants, who served as either Residence Life Dons or 

Head Residents, took part in each focus group interview. Following initial focus group 

interviews, the researcher conducted ten individual interviews, including four with Dons, two 

with Head Residents, two with members of the Residence Life Management Team, and two with 

Campus Adventures staff who facilitated and oversaw the challenge course program.  

In addition to focus group and individual interviews, data were collected through the 

researchers’ direct observations of the program and his review of relevant program documents. 

The analysis of these data was guided by interpretivist, qualitative research strategies presented 

by Merriam (2009), which draws on Glaser and Strauss’s (1967) constant comparison method. 

Merriam’s (2009) proposed strategy for data analysis emphasized category (or theme) 

construction, which begins as an inductive process, but ends as a deductive process. The 

researcher used multiple strategies, including triangulation, member checking, and researcher 

reflexivity throughout the research process to ensure the trustworthiness of the data.  

Findings from the present study have significant theoretical implications for the challenge 

course literature. For instance, given it has been more than 20 years since Meyer and Wegner’s 

(1998) study was published, few, if any, researchers have built on their work and have utilized 

Kurt Lewin’s theory of planned change as a theoretical framework to understand the process 

through which challenge course program outcomes are achieved. Results from the present study 

confirmed Smith and Leeming’s (2010) assertion that Lewin’s theories deserve additional 

scholarly and practical application within the context of challenge course and other experiential 

education programs. Furthermore, the present study also provides much-needed empirical 

research concerning the use of adventure-based programs to facilitate individual and team 

development among undergraduate students employed in the role of RLS. Considering the vital 
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role that RLS  play within higher education systems (Whitney et al., 2016), and the widespread 

use of adventure-based programs to facilitate development among this population (Gass, 1999a), 

the lack of recent research into adventure education among RLS is concerning.  

The significance of the present study is further underscored by its practical implications. 

The main research questions of the study (i.e., whether, and how, challenge course programs 

facilitate intrapersonal and interpersonal changes) is often a question of interest to challenge 

course practitioners (Allison & Pomeroy, 2000; Priest, 1999; Wolfe & Dattilo, 2006). Findings 

from this study provide in-depth and unique insight into the process through which challenge 

course programs facilitate its intended outcomes, which can subsequently impact the design, 

delivery, and utility of these programs.  

Furthermore, within an increasingly team-based world of work, programs that facilitate 

team building and development are of high demand (Schwartz et al., 2017). Many organizations 

are turning towards challenge course programs to achieve these objectives, as evidenced by the 

Association for Challenge Course Technology’s (ACCT) finding that the challenge course 

market is experiencing a 50% year-to-year growth from 2006-2013 (ACCT, 2013; Eatough et al., 

2015; Gillis & Speelman, 2008). Consequently, empirical research examining the impact of these 

programs, and the processes that facilitate those outcomes, are imperative. Ultimately, the results 

from the present study have the potential to further the benefits that participants in challenge 

course programs are able to receive, which is especially important considering the significant 

time and money that they invest in order to take part in these programs.  
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CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Introduction  

 The following chapter will provide an overview of the existing theoretical and empirical 

literature that are relevant to the central purpose of this study, which is to understand the impact 

of a single-day challenge course program on the participating group and individuals, using Kurt 

Lewin’s theory of planned change as a theoretical framework. Accordingly, the following review 

of literature will begin by defining the concepts that are central to this study and by 

contextualizing the program of interest within a larger field by describing the historical and 

theoretical background of adventure education and challenge course programs. Then, the key 

elements of challenge course programs will be outlined, before a review of the existing empirical 

research examining the outcomes, processes, and impact of these programs on groups and 

individuals is provided. To end, this chapter will provide a brief overview of Kurt Lewin’s 

theory of planned change, the theoretical framework that was employed in this study, and the 

existing research on the impact of adventure education programs on the sample of interest (i.e., 

undergraduate students who are in the role of RLS).   

Adventure Education  

While Prouty (2007) defines adventure education as “direct, active, and engaging 

learning experiences that involve the whole person and have real consequences” (p. 4), Ewert 

and Garvey describe it as “a variety of educational activities and experiences, usually involving 

close interaction with the natural environment and a small group setting, that contains elements 

of real or perceived risk” (p. 23). Alternatively, Marchand and Banks (2015) define adventure 

education as a “purposeful and challenging form of experiential learning that uses various senses 

and risk, with the objective of creating individual and/or group change” (p. 123). Although it is 
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clear that scholars have been unable to come to a consensus on a precise definition of adventure 

education, researchers and practitioners tend to agree that it contains the core elements of 

uncertainty, real or perceived risk, physical effort, reflection, and interaction with other 

participants and the natural environment (Bailey, 1999; Raiola & O’Keefe, 1999).  

Adventure education can be considered a form of experiential education and outdoor 

education, although these definitions are merging and becoming less distinguishable (Priest, 

1999; Prouty, 2007; Raiola & O’Keefe, 1999). Experiential education is commonly described as 

a “process of actively engaging students in an authentic experience that will have benefits and 

consequences…[where] students make discoveries and experiment with knowledge themselves 

instead of hearing and reading about the experiences of others…[and] reflect on their 

experiences thus developing new skills, attitudes, and new theories or ways of thinking” (Kraft & 

Sakofts, 1988, as cited in Prouty, 2007, p. 12) In other words, experiential education “stresses the 

use of direct experience, discovery learning, and reflection to form new skills, attitudes, or ways 

of thinking about a particular subject” (Ewert & Garvey, 2007, p. 23). As a relatively new 

discipline, adventure education is frequently linked to experiential education, which is a broader 

and more recognized stream of educational theory that provides a theoretical foundation for 

adventure education (Ewert & Garvey, 2007).  

Outdoor education, which is considered to be an antecedent to adventure education 

(Ewert & Garvey, 2007), is often described as an “experiential method of learning with the use 

of all senses…tak[ing] place primarily, but not exclusively, through exposure to the natural 

environment” (Priest, 1999, p. 111). Outdoor education emphasizes the relationships concerning 

people and natural resources as the subjects of learning and is considered to have two branches: 

environmental and adventure education (Priest, 1999). While environmental education is 

concerned with ecosystemic and ekistic relationships, adventure education is concerned with two 
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different relationships: interpersonal (i.e., how people get along in a group, including 

cooperation, communication and trust), and intrapersonal (i.e., how an individual gets along with 

the self, including self-concept, confidence, and self-efficacy; Priest, 1999).  

Evidently, experiential, outdoor, and adventure education are three interconnected 

approaches to education that influence one another (Ewert & Garvey, 2007). As such, these 

terms must be understood, as each has helped create and expand the other throughout their 

historical development (Ewert & Garvey, 2007).  

Origins of adventure education. Although most researchers trace the origins of 

adventure education to Kurt Hahn and the founding of Outward Bound, a number of prior events 

and individuals set the stage for the emergence of adventure education as a field (Raiola & 

O’Keefe, 1999). Some of the earliest conceptual roots of adventure education can be traced to 

the ideas of philosophers from the 16th to 19th century, such as Comenius, Rousseau, and 

Pestalozzi, who wrote about the importance of using all senses, the natural environment, and 

practical skills in education (Hammerman, 1980; Raiola & O’Keefe, 1999). However, attempts 

to systematically use adventure and the outdoors as educational tools did not occur until the 

organized camping movement in the end of the 19th century, led by organizations such as the 

YMCA, YWCA, and the American Youth Foundation (Prouty, 2007; Raiola & O’Keefe, 1999).  

Consequently, programmers in public schools using the natural environment and 

overnight camping activities were developed, a trend that continued until the early 1930s (Raiola 

& O’Keefe, 1999). John Dewey, who advocated for a form of progressive education that was 

directed toward the development of the whole person and concerned with one’s learning through 

direct experience, furthered the development of the experiential education field (Dewey, 1938; 

Raiola & O’Keefe, 1999). By the 1950s, more sophisticated organized school camping programs 

were developed, and the term outdoor education began to be used (Raiola & O’Keefe, 1999).  
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The events of the first half of the 20th century paved the way for the work of Kurt Hahn, 

who is widely considered to be the founder of the field of adventure education (Marchand & 

Banks, 2015). Hahn’s first schools were built in Germany and Scotland during the 1920s and 

1930s, and they were aimed at building students’ character through education that consisted of 

challenge-based and academic activities (Prouty, 2007). During the 1940s, Hahn played a key 

role in the development of Outward Bound in the United Kingdom, a program which took the 

concepts found in camping and outdoor education to another level (Ewert & Garvey, 2007; 

Miner & Boldt, 1981; Prouty, 2007). Hahn aimed to use adventure education to remedy the 

declines he saw in young people after World War II (i.e., fitness, self-discipline, compassion, 

etc.; Richards, 1999), as he believed that putting individuals in challenging outdoor and 

adventure experiences would allow them to develop critical individual and teamwork skills, such 

as resilience and problem solving (Marchand & Banks, 2015).  

In 1962, Josh Miner brought this model of education to the United States, opening the 

first Outward Bound school outside of England in Colorado (Marchand & Banks, 2015; Prouty, 

2007). By 1970, Outward Bound had four schools in the U.S., and has since become the world’s 

largest organization devoted to adventure education (Prouty, 2007). In 1965, Paul Petzoldt, an 

avid mountaineer who worked at the Outward Bound school in Colorado since its inception, 

founded the National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) in Wyoming after recognizing a need 

to further train participants with the skills necessary to lead adventure-based programs in the 

outdoors (Marchand & Banks, 2015; Prouty, 2007).  

Adventure education programs became more widely available after the founding of 

Project Adventure in 1971 by Jerry Pieh, a principal at Hamilton-Wenham Regional High School 

in Massachusetts who aspired to apply Outward Bound concepts in the classroom (Marchand & 

Banks, 2015; Prouty, 2007; Raiola & O’Keefe, 1999). After receiving funds to develop the first 
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integrated adventure model, Pieh implemented programs that included classes in which team and 

leadership skills, initiative problems, and challenge course experiences were taught (Prouty, 

2007). After a successful evaluation, schools across the United States received funds to adopt the 

program, and additional programs using Project Adventure principles have since been developed 

and disseminated (Prouty, 2007).  

In 1973, the Association of Experiential Education was founded to promote the study and 

dissemination of experiential education programs, and remains the umbrella organization for 

experiential, outdoor, and adventure education programs (Prouty, 2007). During the 1980s and 

1990s, an exponential growth of the adventure education field occurred, and programs have since 

become increasingly common, yet diverse (Prouty, 2007; Raiola & O’Keefe, 1999).  

Characteristics of adventure education programs. Despite the diversity of programs in 

adventure education, they generally share a number of foundational characteristics. The 

fundamental premise of adventure education programs is that change may occur in groups and 

individuals as a result of direct and purposeful exposure to challenging, adventure-based 

activities (Priest, 1999). However, this is not to say that these programs cause change; rather, 

they highlight the need to change, and support decisions to make these changes (Priest, 1999). 

Thus, the ultimate purpose of adventure education is to facilitate positive changes in participants, 

with the supplementary goals of enhancing intrapersonal self-concept and improving 

interpersonal social interaction (Priest, 1999).  

Adventure education programs generally involve the use of adventurous activities, such 

as pursuits in the outdoors or artificial adventure environments (e.g., challenge courses; Priest, 

1999). Participants are usually provided with challenging group and/or individual tasks that 

require them to problem solve and to test their competence against mental, social, or physical 

risks (Priest, 1999). Exposure to these activities is typically followed by group discussions, 
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which provide a structured opportunity for participants to reflect on and internalize their 

adventure experience (Ewert & Garvey, 2007).  

In theory, these experiences are meant to facilitate interpersonal and intrapersonal 

growth, as overcoming seemingly insurmountable tasks provides participants with an 

opportunity to learn about their ability to overcome self-imposed limitations, and how they can 

relate to one another (Ewert & Garvey, 2007; Priest, 1999). A number of scholars have examined 

the legitimacy of these theoretical claims through empirical research in past decades, resulting in 

a wide body of literature examining the outcomes of adventure education programs.  

Research on adventure education programs. One of the most comprehensive reviews 

of empirical research examining the outcomes of adventure education programs to date was 

conducted by Hattie, Marsh, Neill and Richards (1997), who conducted a meta-analysis of 96 

studies published over the course of 26 years. The meta-analysis included 1728 effect sizes and 

151 unique samples, through which the authors identified a total of 40 outcomes of adventure 

education. These were then classified into six broad categories including: academic, leadership, 

self-concept, personality, interpersonal, and adventuresome outcomes (Hattie et al., 1997).  

Other studies exploring the outcomes of adventure education programs have revealed 

comparable results. For example, a more recent examination of adventure education outcomes 

had researchers track a sample of NOLS and Outward Bound participants over several years, 

where they reported outcomes including relationships with others, self-awareness, enjoyment of 

life, sense of accomplishment, self-esteem, and self-fulfillment (Goldenberg, Soule, Cummings, 

& Pronsolino, 2010). In a recent review of outcomes that have received the most empirical and 

theoretical support, Ewert and Sibthorp (2014) classified the outcomes into interpersonal (i.e., 

group cohesion, sense of community, collective efficacy, leadership and social competence) and 

intrapersonal (i.e., self-constructs, personal values, cognitive and physical skills, and mental 
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states) categories. Evidently, the numerous outcomes of adventure education programs that 

scholars have empirically identified in the literature suggest that adventure education has 

significant potential for achieving a wide variety of intrapersonal and interpersonal objectives.  

In an attempt to understand why and how these outcomes are achieved, the characteristics 

of adventure education programs which facilitate these positive outcomes have also been 

explored by researchers such as McKenzie (2000), who presented six categories of program 

characteristics that have been linked to positive outcomes in adventure education. These include: 

(a) the unfamiliar physical environment, (b) challenge-based activities that are sequential, 

holistic, and match participants’ needs, (c) the facilitation of processing (i.e., the internalization 

of meaning from an experience; McKenzie, 2000), (d) a sense of belonging in small groups, (e) 

instructors who are effective and who interact with participants, and (f) expectations and past 

experiences of participants.  

Similarly, Ewert and Sibthorp (2014) identified comparable characteristics inherent in 

adventure education programs that are well suited to producing positive outcomes, such as small 

groups, remoteness, novelty, challenge, the outdoor environment, risk and uncertainty. Together, 

these studies provide some insight into aspects of adventure education programs that produce 

positive developmental outcomes; however, compared to the literature examining the outcomes 

of adventure education, the empirical literature examining program components and processes 

that facilitate those outcomes is scant (Ewert & Sibthorp, 2014). Therefore, additional research 

investigating the components of adventure education programs that facilitate optimal outcomes is 

needed (McKenzie, 2000).  

Challenge Course Programs 

 A major component of adventure education programs that has been utilized by adventure 

educators since the field’s inception are challenge (or ropes) courses (Attarian, 2001; Martin, 
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Breunig, Wagstaff & Goldenberg, 2017). Defined by Rohnke et al., (2007) as “an experiential 

adventure program which offers groups and individuals the opportunity to participate in a series 

of activities involving mental, physical, and emotional risk taking…[which] stimulate challenges 

that might be found in a natural setting” (p. 3), challenge courses have grown dramatically in 

popularity and utility over four decades (Attarian, 2001). The number of challenge courses 

operating in the United States has grown from approximately 700-1000 in the early 1980s, to 

upwards of 15,000 in the early 2000s (Attarian, 2001).  

Attarian (2001) estimates that this number will continue to grow, as private and public 

adventure education programs are increasingly using challenge courses to offer additional 

educational and developmental opportunities to participants. Today, a wide range of 

organizations use adventure education programs that emphasize challenge course experiences 

(herein referred to as challenge course programs) to achieve a variety of objectives (Rohnke, 

1999). Most programs generally aim to facilitate some form of change within any participant 

(Martin et al., 2017), although the way that challenge course practitioners have gone about 

achieving this objective has evolved significantly since the earliest days of adventure education.  

 Background of challenge course programs. Although it is difficult to pinpoint when 

and where the first challenge course was built, the earliest use of challenge courses can be traced 

back to George Hébert, an officer in the French Navy during the late 19th century, who 

developed rudimentary challenge courses for exercise and physical conditioning purposes 

(Damboise, 2007; Rohnke, 1999). Hérbert’s philosophy on education, which emphasized the 

development of character and moral values through physical challenges, gave rise to a movement 

known as Hérbertisme (Martin et al., 2017). Hérbertisme emphasized the use of challenge 

courses to educate young people and paved the way for modern adventure educators to use 

challenge courses as educational tools (Damboise, 2007; Martin et al., 2017).  
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 Another major movement that played a significant role in development of challenge 

course programming was the Outward Bound movement (Damboise, 2007; Martin et al., 2017; 

Rheingold, 2007). Borrowing the concept from the military, the first Outward Bound school in 

Britain used challenge courses to prepare British sailors for working at high elevations in the rigs 

of sailing ships during expeditions in rough seas (Martin et al., 2017; Priest & Gass, 2018). By 

the time the first American Outward Bound school was founded in Colorado, challenge courses 

were a core curricular component of their programs (Martin et al., 2017; Rheingold, 2007). In 

fact, the Colorado Outward Bound school became the first educational organization in the United 

States to install a challenge course (Damboise, 2007).  

Challenge courses were initially used by Outward Bound instructors to train participants 

for wilderness trips, but later were seen as valuable learning tools unto themselves (Rheingold, 

2007). Hence, they ultimately became staples of Outward Bound programs, and when the 

Outward Bound movement began to flourish in the 1970s, instructors spread the use of challenge 

course programs to other settings, including summer camps and college campuses (Martin et al., 

2017; Rheingold, 2007). Some of these Outward Bound instructors went on to become founders 

and early instructors of Project Adventure – one of the first organizations to integrate challenge 

course programs into mainstream education (Damboise, 2007; Martin et al., 2017). Throughout 

the 1970s, Project Adventure staff built several hundred challenge courses, primarily in schools 

(Rheingold, 2007). Many of the designs, characteristics and elements of today’s challenge course 

programs have been directly influenced by Project Adventure (Damboise, 2007).  

 During the 1980s, challenge course programs began to be used by a wider range of 

organizations, including corporations, therapeutic agencies, and summer camps (Rheingold, 

2007). The popularity of these programs continued to grow throughout the 1990s, and during this 

decade, the adventure education field began to use the term challenge courses to describe these 
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programs in place of ropes courses, in an attempt to better capture these essence of these 

programs (Rheingold, 2007).  

 The first formal gathering of challenge course professionals took place in 1988, at the 

North Carolina Outward Bound school (Martin et al., 2017). The meeting led to the founding of 

the first professional challenge course organization in the United States, which later became 

known as the Association for Challenge Course Technology (ACCT) (Martin et al., 2017). The 

organization first developed universal installation standards in 1991 and has since evolved into 

one of the most recognized professional trade associations advancing challenge course 

technology (Martin et al., 2017).  Modern challenge course programs integrate the philosophies 

and ideas of both Hérbertisme and Outward Bound movements (Damboise, 2007). Having 

evolved significantly over the past few decades as a result of innovations in use and design, 

today’s programs consist of sequenced processes of four core elements and are guided by a set of 

foundational theories and concepts (Martin et al., 2017; Panicucci, 2007; Rheingold, 2007). 

 Elements of challenge course programs. Challenge course programs typically consist 

of four fundamental program components that can be adapted to meet different program goals 

(Martin et al., 2017). Each component has a specific function within the larger program process 

and is typically carefully sequenced based on the needs of the group (Martin et al., 2017). The 

activities of each program component require the group to work together as a team to achieve 

objectives and are facilitated by staff members whose main responsibility is to support the group 

in becoming a cohesive and effective team (Rohnke et al., 2007). These four fundamental 

program elements include: (a) cooperative games and icebreakers; (b) group initiatives; (c) low 

rope elements; and (d) high rope elements (Damboise, 2007; Hunt, 2007; Martin et al., 2017; 

Rheingold, 2007).  
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 Cooperative games and icebreakers. Cooperative games and icebreakers consist of initial 

activities in a challenge course programs that warm up a group physically and socially (Martin et 

al., 2017). While icebreakers describe convening activities that set a positive tone and aim to 

make participants more comfortable with one another, cooperative games are high energy 

experiences that strive to engage the group in laughter and movement (Hunt, 2007).  

 Group initiatives. Group initiatives are team-based activities that require the initiative of 

the group to solve a problem, drawing on skills such as communication, cooperation, and 

compromise (Hunt, 2007; Martin et al., 2017). Initiatives usually utilize portable equipment and 

props and can take place in both indoor and outdoor contexts (Hunt, 2007). Success in these 

activities usually depend on participants’ ability to support and encourage one another and 

provide participants with an opportunity to develop key problem solving, collaboration, and 

leadership skills (Hunt, 2007). There are three main types of group initiative activities, including: 

(a) transport (i.e., where the group moves objects from one point to another); (b) criterion (i.e., 

where the group builds something or finds an answer to a problem); and (c) retrieval (i.e., where 

the group recovers an object or manipulates it in a certain way) activities (Hunt, 2007).  

 Low rope elements. Low rope elements are activities using intentionally designed 

mechanisms that require participants to be off the ground (i.e., anywhere from two centimeters to 

four meters; Rheingold, 2007). These elements can be either stationary and permanent, or 

portable, structures (Martin et al., 2017). These activities do not require participants to be 

attached to a belay system (i.e., devices consisting of a rope connected to the climber and rigged 

to prevent falling), although participants rely on group members to keep each other physically 

safe while they are on the elements through a process known as spotting (Martin et al., 2017; 

Rheingold, 2007). These activities also require participants to work together and support each 

other in a mental and emotional sense; hence, through these activities, participants are provided 
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with a chance to develop trust and key interpersonal and teamwork skills (Rheingold, 2007). 

Most elements either require swinging, traversing, lifting, or catching (Rheingold, 2007).  

 High rope elements. High rope elements are challenge-based activities utilizing devices 

and structures that tend to be six to 15 meters above the ground, requiring the use of climbing 

equipment and belay systems for safety (Damboise, 2007; Martin et al., 2017). These activities 

can be team oriented, but tend to be individual challenges, during which participants climb or are 

lifted a significant distance from the ground (Damboise, 2007). Thus, they are usually aimed at 

fostering intrapersonal attributes, such as self-confidence and self-efficacy (Martin et al., 2017). 

High rope elements of challenge courses usually consist of trees, utility poles, steel frames, and 

existing building structures (Damboise, 2007). These elements can be classified into four main 

categories, including: (a) traversing (i.e., where the participant moves horizontally through 

obstacles from one end to another); (b) non-traversing (i.e., where the participant ascends an 

obstacle vertically to a subscribed height); (c) individual high impact (e.g., where the participant 

travels on a zip line); and (d) climbing tower (i.e., where the participant engages on structures 

that include multiple climbing walls) elements.  

 Foundational concepts. In addition to consisting of four fundamental program elements, 

the basic structure of challenge course programs is also guided by a set of foundational concepts. 

These concepts provide practitioners with a set of common practices, which ultimately connect 

their work together to form a professional field (Panicucci, 2007). These concepts include 

challenge by choice, challenge zone experiences, Kolb’s experiential learning cycle, and learning 

transfer.  

 Challenge by choice. Challenge by choice is a concept that is an often used as a mantra 

in the adventure education field (Davis-Berman & Berman, 2012). Originally coined by Karl 

Rohnke (1977), who believed that giving participants a choice in adventure programs may lead 
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to greater change than pushing participants beyond their ability to cope, the challenge by choice 

philosophy became a key concept in Project Adventure programs (Davis-Berman & Berman, 

2012; Panicucci, 2007). Challenge by choice emphasizes that participants have a right to choose 

when to participate, and in the way they choose, although they must add value to the experience 

and be involved in some way – opting out is not an option (Davis-Berman & Berman, 2012; 

Martin et al., 2017; Panicucci, 2007). Adventure educators believe that providing a choice for 

participants promotes an atmosphere of self-control, personal freedom, and personal 

empowerment, which then leads to an ideal learning environment (Martin et al., 2017). As 

accepted practice in challenge course programs, which often entails emotional, psychological, 

and physical risks, challenge course staff are tasked with exercising challenge by choice without 

compromising program effectiveness (Martin et al., 2017).   

 Stretch zone experiences. The concept that there are three primary states in which people 

exist (i.e., comfort, stretch, and panic zones) lies at the core of challenge course programming 

(Panicucci, 2007; see Figure 1). The first state – the comfort zone – is one in which participants 

experience a sense of calm and an absence of disequilibrium (Panicucci, 2007; Rohnke et al., 

2007). The second state is called the stretch zone, in which participants experience enough 

disequilibrium to pique their interests and invigorate their senses, which is considered the ideal 

state for learning (Panicucci, 2007). The third state – the outer zone – is called the panic zone, in 

which participants experience significant stress and disequilibrium such that they are unable to 

process information and absorb the learning experience (Panicucci, 2007). 

 Adventure educators see stretch zone experiences as a catalyst for learning, as it is 

believed that participants’ intellectual development and personal growth cannot occur unless 

there is sufficient disequilibrium or discomfort (Panicucci, 2007). However, learning will be shut 

down if an individual experiences too much disequilibrium, thus entering the panic zone 



DOES ADVENTURE-BASED TEAM BUILDING PRODUCE CHANGE?                             23 

 

(Panicucci, 2007). Nadler (1995) articulates a similar concept in his theory of edgework. Though 

the scholars label these concepts differently, both articulate the idea that growth best occurs 

outside of the safety and familiarity of the comfort zone and when individuals experience some 

level of discomfort and risk (i.e., stretch zone or the edge; Nadler, 1995; Panicucci, 2007). 

Although different forms of stretch zone or edgework experiences can be created in a variety of 

adventure education contexts, challenge course experiences provide a prime opportunity for 

participants to enter their own stretch zone, as they are often asked to attempt unfamiliar or 

difficult events (Rohnke et al., 2007).  

      

Figure 1. Three zones (i.e., states) where individuals exist. Adapted from “Cornerstones of 

adventure education” by J. Pannicucci, 2007. Champaign, I.L.: Human Kinetics. 

 Kolb’s experiential learning cycle. As one of the most commonly applied learning 

theories in adventure education, Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning cycle is a foundational 

framework in challenge course programs, guiding all aspects of programming from program 

design to debriefing (Panicucci, 2007; Rohnke et al., 2007; see Figure 2). According to Kolb 
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(1984), when participants move through all four phases over the course of a program, the 

learning experience is maximized.   

       

Figure 2. Kolb’s experiential learning cycle. Adapted from “Experiential learning: Experience as 

the source of learning and development” by D. Kolb, 1984. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall. 

 There are four phases of Kolb’s experiential learning cycle, including: (a) concrete 

experience; (b) reflective observation; (c) abstract conceptualization; and (d) active 

experimentation (Kolb, 1984). Concrete experience describes the specific hands-on learning 

experience, while reflective observation entails one’s process of reflecting on thoughts, feelings, 

and observations during the experience from multiple perspectives (Martin et al., 2017). Abstract 

conceptualization is one’s process of integrating the experience and reflections into theories that 

can be generalized in the future, while active experimentation involves one’s testing the learned 

theories and concepts in different situations (Martin et al., 2017).  

 The final three phases of the experiential learning cycle form the basis of the debriefing 

component of challenge course programs, which are structured opportunities for reflection, 
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intended to provide participants with a chance to learn about and share their experiences, 

reactions, and thoughts during the program (Rohnke et al., 2007). These three phases often 

translate into the questions of what? (reflective observation), so what? (abstract 

conceptualization), and now what? (active experimentation), which become debriefing guides 

and help to engage participants in the full learning process (Panicucci, 2007). The goal of this 

reflection process is to transfer the learning back to an ideal, target environment (Rohnke et al., 

2007).  

 Learning transfer. Learning transfer describes the application of the outcomes of 

adventure programs (e.g., new knowledge, skills, behaviours, beliefs) to participants’ everyday 

lives post-course (Furman & Sibthorp, 2012; Gass, 1999b; Marchand & Banks, 2015). It is 

commonly regarded as the foundational purpose of adventure education programs, and the 

ultimate goal of Outward Bound, NOLS, and challenge course programs (Furman & Sibthorp, 

2012). The concept of learning transfer is critical to the continuation and livelihood of such 

programs, as the extent to which the learning that occurs for participants during these programs 

will transfer to serve them in the future justifies the value of these programs (Brown, 2010; Gass, 

1999b).  

 There are two types of transfer – specific transfer, where a skill that an individual learns 

during a program is used again in similar settings, and nonspecific transfer, where a skill that an 

individual learns during a program is applied in a different situation (Gass, 1999b; Marchand & 

Banks, 2015). Nonspecific transfer is often seen as the most important objective in adventure 

education programs; accordingly, challenge course practitioners strive to help participants 

permanently transfer change and individual growth into different aspects of their lives through 

appropriate program design and teaching methodologies (Gass, 1999b; Marchand & Banks, 

2015).  
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 Despite the centrality of the concept of learning transfer in the field of adventure 

education, it is a controversial idea that has been subjected to scholarly debate for more than a 

century (Barnett & Ceci, 2002; Furman & Sibthorp, 2012). Since the concept of learning transfer 

gained prominence in the field of adventure education through a paper originally published by 

Gass (1985), a number of scholars have sought to decentralize the concept as the ultimate goal of 

adventure programs by identifying a number of problems with the theory (Brown, 2010; Furman 

& Sibthorp, 2012). First, researchers have not explained learning transfer well through empirical 

evidence, and have experienced difficulty empirically validating learning transfer beyond 

controlled, experimental settings (Brown, 2010; Furman & Sibthorp, 2012). A lack of empirical 

research exists that addresses key questions, including how effectively transferable skills are 

applied post-course, how often they are applied, and how long those skills last. Available 

empirical evidence has been ambiguous and unclear (Brown, 2010; Furman & Sibthorp, 2012). 

Thus, Brown (2010) asserts that “facilitating for transfer and assuming that this learning will 

continue beyond the course is based more on wishful thinking and observations of behavioural 

change during the program than a strong empirical base” (p. 19).  

 Additionally, scholars have also asserted that the concept of learning transfer is 

problematic in theory (Furman & Sibthorp, 2012). Beyond adventure education, the theory of 

learning transfer is seen as fundamental to all education, and has consequently been the topic of 

debate for well over a century (Furman & Sibthorp, 2012; Larsen-Freeman, 2013). Thorndike 

(1903) argues that learning in one area does not necessarily lead to improvement in another area, 

while Detterman (1993) states that “transfer has been one of the most actively studied 

phenomena in psychology…[yet] reviewers are in almost total agreement that little transfer 

occurs” (p. 5). Similarly, Packer (2001) describes transfer as “hard to define, difficult to 

investigate and perplexingly controversial” (p. 493). More recently, Larsen-Freeman (2013) 
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suggests that the traditional notion of transfer does not adequately capture the dynamic nature 

through which learners construct, rather than simply carry over, knowledge to new situations. 

Further, the dominant conceptualization of transfer leaves no room for the consideration of the 

possibility that the knowledge acquired within the original context can be transformed (Larsen-

Freeman, 2013).  

 Furthermore, Furman and Sibthorp (2012) suggest that in addition to being theoretically 

problematic, learning transfer is problematic in practice for adventure education programs. 

Considering the many potential outcomes of adventure education programs (e.g., leadership, self 

concept, etc.; Hattie et al., 1997), programming for transfer is challenging (Furman & Sibthorp, 

2012). This issue is further complicated by the fact that it is difficult to adequately document, 

observe, and describe learning transfer and how it occurs, as what is learned and “transferred” 

from an adventure education program depends entirely on the program participant (Furman & 

Sibthorp, 2012). Evidently, the framework of learning transfer does not sufficiently capture the 

power of adventure education and challenge course programs for facilitating growth and 

development (Furman & Sibthorp, 2012).  

 Considering these issues, it is clear that understanding the benefits of adventure education 

programs solely through framework of learning transfer is problematic and limiting (Furman & 

Sibthorp, 2012). Accordingly, some scholars have abandoned the field’s historical alliance with 

the concept of learning transfer, offering several alternative theoretical frameworks that better 

describe the benefits of adventure education programs, such as transformative learning theory 

(Dirkx, 1998; Larsen-Freeman, 2013), process-based explanations of learning (Furman & 

Sibthorp, 2012), situativity theory (Brown, 2010), Beach’s (1999) framework of consequential 

transitions (Gass & Seaman, 2012), and Kurt Lewin’s (1947a) theory of planned change (Meyer 

& Wegner, 1998).  
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 Despite these propositions, few scholars have utilized these alternative frameworks to 

empirically examine the impact of adventure education on participants. In fact, the majority of 

the empirical research investigating the outcomes of challenge course programs have used the 

concept of learning transfer as a fundamental assumption (Wolfe & Samdahl, 2005). In a review 

of 24 empirical articles on challenge course programs, Wolfe and Samdahl (2005) identified 

learning transfer as one of the most common unquestioned assumptions in the challenge course 

literature. In order to better understand and explain the power of challenge course programs, 

additional research adopting alternative theoretical frameworks in place of the concept of 

learning transfer is needed.  

Quantitative and Mixed-Method Research on Challenge Course Programs 

 Although it is evident that there are significant gaps in the challenge course literature, 

existing empirical research on the outcomes of challenge course programs provide a foundation 

for our understanding of the effectiveness of these programs, separate from the issue of transfer. 

Wolfe and Samdahl’s (2005) review revealed that these studies, which tend to employ 

quantitative, quasi-experimental research designs to examine the outcomes of participation, 

dominate the body of literature on challenge course programs – although this may not be without 

reason. Studies examining program outcomes and effectiveness are critical to the challenge 

course programming industry, as they may provide evidence of the effectiveness of these 

programs in order to support the funding of new and ongoing programs and can further the 

credibility of the profession (Black & Bricker, 2015). A number of group- and individual-

oriented outcomes have emerged in these studies as empirically-supported outcomes of 

participating in challenge course programs.  

 Interpersonal outcomes of challenge course programs. A number of researchers have 

employed quantitative, quasi-experimental research designs to examine whether challenge course 
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programs lead to group outcomes such as group cohesion. As one of the outcomes of adventure 

education programs that have exhibited the best empirical and theoretical support (Ewert & 

Sibthorp, 2014), group cohesion can be defined as, “a sense of unity that transcends 

individualistic differences or motives” (Eatough, et al., 2015, p. 69). Within the challenge course 

literature, Eatough et al. (2015), Glass and Benshoff (2002), and Hatch and McCarthy (2005), all 

revealed statistically significant increases in group cohesion from several quantitative studies 

which employed pre- and post-test designs to examine specific programs. However, there are a 

number of notable differences between the participants, programs, and measures that were 

utilized in these studies that need to be considered. While Eatough et al. (2015) examined a 

sample of working professionals, Glass and Benshoff (2002) examined a sample of adolescents, 

whereas Hatch and McCarthy (2005) examined a sample of university students. Additionally, 

Eatough et al. (2015) examined a program 90 minutes in duration and consisting only of high 

rope activities, while Glass and Benshoff (2002) studied a full-day program using only low rope 

activities. Hatch and McCarthy (2005) also examined a program in which only low rope 

activities were used but was shorter in length than the one Glass and Benshoff (2002) examined. 

Furthermore, while Eatough et al. (2015) and Hatch and McCarthy (2005) used the Group 

Environment Questionnaire (GEQ) to assess group cohesion among their respective samples, 

Glass and Benshoff (2002) used the Group Cohesion Evaluation Questionnaire (GCEQ).  

 Before drawing any broad conclusions that challenge course programs with different 

participants and program structures can similarly facilitate improvements in group cohesion, it is 

important to also consider the studies from which researchers have revealed that these programs 

have had no impact on group cohesion. For example, Meyer (2000) used a quasi-experimental 

design with a pre and post-test and a control group to examine the impact of a full-day challenge 

course program (i.e., consisting of initiatives, low rope, and high rope elements) on group 
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cohesion, as assessed by the GEQ. Her results revealed no significant increases in overall group 

cohesion before and after the program for the experimental group (who participated in the 

program). However, it is important to note that compared to the control group, participants in the 

experimental group had higher scores on a scale in the GEQ assessing individual attraction to 

social relationships after the program. Altogether, these quantitative studies reveal mixed results. 

While there is some evidence to support the assertion that challenge course programs lead to 

improvements in group cohesion, there is no consensus among researchers that this occurs with 

every program.      

 Researchers have also been increasingly using mixed method designs in recent years to 

examine whether challenge course programs impact group cohesion. Quantitative data from three 

of these studies (Birx, LaSala, & Wagstaff, 2011; Clem et al., 2012; Stewart, Carreau, & Bruner, 

2016) revealed results that resemble those of previous quantitative studies – group cohesion 

significantly improved following the challenge course programs that were examined in these 

studies. As with studies that have strictly utilized quantitative designs, these mixed methods 

studies also examined dissimilar participants and programs, and used different measures to 

assess group cohesion. Clem et al. (2012) examined a sample of chemically dependent adults 

who participated in a 12-week long low ropes program, assessing group cohesion using the 

Group Climate Questionnaire, while Birx et al. (2011) studied a sample of university faculty 

taking part in a full-day program that only included initiative activities and used the Group 

Cohesion Questionnaire as a measure. Stewart et al. (2016), on the other hand, examined a 

sample of young athletes taking part in a full-day program, which included initiatives, low ropes, 

and high ropes, and assessed group cohesion using the Youth Sport Environment Questionnaire. 

Considering the different measures that researchers used in these studies, it should be 

unsurprising that the results also revealed minor differences. While quantitative data in Birx et 
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al.’s (2011) and Clem et al.’s (2012) studies revealed significant increases in general group 

cohesion, group task cohesion (rather than social cohesion) was the only scale that showed 

significant improvements following the program in Stewart et al.’s (2016) study.  

 Similarly, the qualitative data from these studies revealed slight differences. Five themes 

emerged from Birx et al.’s (2011) investigation of university faculty, including: (a) getting to 

know each other better; (b) seeing commonalities and differences; (c) spending time together; (d) 

developing trust; and (e) working as a group. Interviews at the end of the semester revealed the 

additional themes of feeling closer to the group, setting a friendly tone for the semester, and that 

the retreat was a positive experience. Comparably, Clem et al.’s (2012) focus group interviews 

revealed general themes including: (a) group unity, (b) trust, (c) interpersonal growth, and (d) 

self-confidence. Stewart et al.’s (2016) qualitative data revealed six similar themes as well, 

including: (a) trust; (b) teamwork; (c) communication and interaction; (d) cohesion; (e) 

camaraderie; and (f) team development. Although the qualitative themes that emerged from these 

studies varied slightly, the themes of developing trust, interpersonal and team growth, and 

enhanced group unity and cohesion appeared in the results of all three of these studies. Taken 

together, the quantitative and qualitative data in these mixed method studies provide compelling 

evidence that participation in challenge course programs may lead to positive group outcomes.  

 Intrapersonal outcomes of challenge course programs. In addition to examining the 

interpersonal, group-level outcomes of participation in challenge course programs, researchers 

have also strived to empirically explore whether challenge course programs facilitate 

intrapersonal, individual-level outcomes, including self-efficacy, life effectiveness, transferable 

skills, classroom involvement, and job satisfaction. 

 Self-efficacy. Bandura (1997) defined self-efficacy as individuals’ belief in their ability 

to organize and execute the courses of action necessary in order to attain their goals. The 
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enhancement of self-efficacy is one of the main objectives of adventure education programs 

(Priest, 1999), and one of the outcomes of these programs that has received the most empirical 

and theoretical support (Ewert & Sibthorp, 2014). On a theoretical level, adventure education 

programs facilitate the enhancement of self-efficacy because they provide participants with the 

chance to overcome seemingly insurmountable challenges, which can help them overcome self-

imposed limitations in their capacity to succeed and achieve their goals (Priest, 1999).  

 Findings from empirical research examining challenge course programs have largely 

supported Priest’s (1999) theoretical propositions. For example, Eatough et al. (2015) examined 

three samples of working professionals taking part in a short high ropes-oriented program, 

finding statistically significant increases in self-efficacy in the results of two of the samples. 

Similarly, Odello, Hill and Gomez (2008) examined the impact of a half-day low ropes-oriented 

program on the self-efficacy of a sample of university students. Specifically, they looked at two 

specific types of self-efficacy – leadership efficacy, which is an individual’s belief in his or her 

ability to take on, and to be successful in, the role of leader in a group setting, and work efficacy, 

which was defined as one’s belief in his or her work-related capacities (Odello et al., 2008). 

Results from their quasi-experiment revealed statistically significant increases in both types of 

self-efficacy following the challenge course program, suggesting that these programs may be 

able to enhance participants’ leadership and work efficacy.  

 Researchers employing mixed method designs have also provided some evidence 

supporting the use of challenge course programs to enhance different forms of self-efficacy. For 

example, in Clem et al.’s (2012) study of the impact of a multi-week, low ropes-oriented 

challenge course program on a group of drug and alcohol-dependent participants, abstinence 

self-efficacy (i.e., self-efficacy toward abstaining from one’s substance of choice) was examined 

as a dependent variable, in addition to group cohesion. Their quantitative data revealed that 
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participants’ abstinence self-efficacy significantly improved following the program, with their 

qualitative supporting these findings. In addition to themes related to group cohesion, data from 

their focus group interviews also revealed the themes of self-awareness and confidence as 

outcomes of their participation in the challenge course program.  

 Similar to Clem et al., Cordle et al. (2016) also employed a mixed method design in their 

study of university students participating in a high ropes program. These researchers collected 

quantitative questionnaire data prior to and following the program, and qualitative focus group 

interview data. Upon analyzing their quantitative data, they found that both generalized self-

efficacy and task-specific self-efficacy significantly improved for participants following the high 

ropes program. Additionally, the researchers analyzed their qualitative data using both inductive 

open coding and deductive categorical coding, with the intent of maximizing the reliability of the 

themes that emerged. Ultimately, their qualitative findings supported their quantitative findings, 

where the four key components of self-efficacy development (i.e., mastery experiences, vicarious 

experiences, verbal persuasion, and emotional and physiological arousal; Bandura, 1997) were 

represented in the high ropes program.  

 Although the aforementioned studies provide compelling evidence that challenge course 

programs may positively support participants’ self-efficacy development, some studies have also 

failed to find results that support this notion. Namely, Stadler and Kotze’s (2006) quasi-

experimental study of a three-day long challenge course program, consisting of both low and 

high rope elements, concluded that the program was unsuccessful and not cost-effective. Using a 

sample of first-year students in the South African Military Academy, they examined whether the 

challenge course program impacted the development of participants’ self-efficacy and self-

concept (i.e., one’s self-descriptive judgments; Stadler & Kotze, 2006). Although they found 

statistically significant increases in the scores assessing general and non-academic self-concept 
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among the experimental group, there were no other significant increases found among all other 

variables, including self-efficacy. Furthermore, no significant differences were observed between 

the experimental and control groups.  

These results contradict the findings of various other studies examining the impact of 

challenge course programs on self-efficacy development, and Stadler and Kotze (2006) suggest 

that these findings may have been influenced by various contextual (e.g., young officers may 

have been unable to make accurate self-appraisals in a military environment), design (e.g., small 

sample sizes), and program (e.g., too isolated) factors. Despite these non-significant findings, the 

body of literature examining the impact of challenge course on participants’ self-efficacy 

development seems to generally suggest that these programs have a positive influence.  

 Life effectiveness. Another outcome variable that has emerged in the challenge course 

literature is life effectiveness, defined as “cognitive, emotional, and behavioural aspects of 

human functioning, which determine a person’s ability or effectiveness in responding to life 

situations” (Neil, Marsh, & Richards, 2004; as cited in Flood, Gardner, & Cooper, 2009, p. 57). 

Life effectiveness has eight separate domains, which include: (a) time management; (b) social 

competence; (c) achievement motivation; (d) intellectual flexibility; (e) task leadership; (f) 

emotional control; (g) active initiative; and (h) self-confidence.  

Using the Life Effectiveness Questionnaire (Version H; LEQ-H) as a self-reported 

assessment tool, Flood et al. (2009) examined the impact of a full-day challenge course program 

(including initiatives, low ropes, and high ropes) on this construct within a sample of university 

students. They found statistically significant increases for both the overall LEQ scores, and all of 

the LEQ domains separately, with moderately positive effect sizes, suggesting that challenge 

course programs may be generally effective in promoting the development of participants’ life 

effectiveness skills. Notably, gender differences were also observed in the data, with female 
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participants’ scores showing statistically significantly increases on all eight domains of the LEQ, 

and male participants’ scores showing only small to moderate increases in the domain of time 

management. In interpreting these findings, Flood et al. (2009) speculate that gender differences 

in receptivity to the group reflection processes and past experiences with teamwork building 

activities may have influenced their findings.  

 Bloemhoff (2016) conducted a similar quasi-experimental study to examine the impact of 

a full-day challenge course program on the life effectiveness of a sample of mature business 

school students. Using the same measure that Flood et al. (2009) used in their study, Bloemhoff 

assessed all eight domains of self-reported life effectiveness, finding that the overall LEQ scores 

of the experimental group were significantly higher following the program than that of the 

control group. However, unlike Flood et al. (2009), Bloemhoff (2016) found that when each 

domain was examined individually, only the scores for four dimensions (i.e., time management, 

social competence, intellectual flexibility, and emotional control) were significantly higher in the 

experimental group following the program. Despite the dissimilar results, taken together, Flood 

et al.’s (2009) and Bloemhoff’s (2016) studies provide evidence that challenge course programs 

may enhance participants’ life effectiveness.  

 Transferable skills. The development of transferable skills is another outcome variable 

that has been empirically identified in the challenge course program literature. Schary, Lewis, 

and Cardinal (2015) examined whether participants’ outcomes incurred during a challenge 

course program were aligned with key transferable skills outlined in Learning Goals for 

Graduates (LGGs), a campus-wide university learning outcomes initiatives. The LGG includes 

seven learning outcomes, including self-efficacy, leadership, critical thinking, pluralism, 

collaboration, social responsibility, and self-awareness. Using a sample of 275 undergraduate 

students taking part in a typical challenge course program (i.e., 4-6 hours in length, including 



DOES ADVENTURE-BASED TEAM BUILDING PRODUCE CHANGE                              36 

 

initiatives, low ropes and high ropes), Schary et al. (2015) assessed participants’ transferable 

skill development using the Challenge Course Experience Questionnaire (CCEQ), which was 

mapped onto the LGGs. They found that participants’ scores assessing all seven LGG outcomes 

significantly increased following the program, which suggests that the challenge course program 

was effective in teaching and/or reinforcing participants’ key self-reported transferable skills.  

 Classroom involvement. Conley, Caldarella, and Young (2007) used a mixed-method 

design to examine the impact of a challenge course program on students’ feelings of involvement 

in the classroom. They studied two separate groups, one consisting of middle school students 

(grades 6-7), and the other consisting of junior high school students (grades 8-9), who took part 

in a challenge course program that was four hours long and included both low and high rope 

elements. The researchers quantitatively assessed classroom involvement using the Classroom 

Environment Scale (CES), and collected data prior to and following the program. From this data, 

small changes in scores were found, with all students (especially those who were at risk of 

internalizing behaviours, such as withdrawal) reporting significant increases in feelings of 

involvement.  

Conley et al. suggest this finding is significant, considering the tendencies of students at-

risk for internalizing disorders to withdraw socially. However, scores for students in middle 

school showed significant decreases in affiliation, which was another variable assessed in the 

study using the CES. Nonetheless, qualitative results from this study generally support the 

largely positive findings from quantitative data, with participants mostly providing positive 

comments, such as having positive feelings about themselves during and after the program. 

However, students were split in their opinions of whether they developed trust from the program, 

or whether could transfer skills they learned from the program back to the classroom, thus 
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supporting Furman and Sibthorp (2012) and Brown’s (2010) assertions that transfer is a 

problematic concept in practice.  

 Job satisfaction. In addition to examining group cohesion, Birx et al.’s (2011) study of a 

group of faculty in a nursing program who took part in an initiatives-based challenge course 

program also examined the impact of the program on job satisfaction. Job satisfaction was 

assessed using the Job Descriptive Index (JDI), and participants’ scores for job satisfaction in 

addition to group cohesion, significantly increased following the program, suggesting that the 

challenge course program may have had a positive impact on participants’ satisfaction with 

fellow coworkers and with the job itself.  

 Mechanisms of benefit. Although the above studies have revealed numerous potential 

outcomes of participation in challenge course programs, some scholars have suggested that the 

mechanisms through which these benefits are achieved are unclear, and that further empirical 

investigations into which aspects of these programs facilitate these outcomes are needed 

(Witman, 1995; Wu, Hsieh, & Wang, 2013;).  

 Witman (1995) is one of the earliest studies in the challenge course literature that have 

provided some insight into the issue. Although Witman (1995) does not directly examine the 

mechanisms of benefit, he examines the characteristics of adventure programs that participants 

most value. Witman (1995) began his study by recruiting 11 experts in the field of adventure 

programming to identify 16 program characteristics that they see as being most valued by 

participants (e.g., the opportunity to take risks). The researcher then recruited 207 adolescent 

participants in treatment-based programs to complete questionnaires administered after the final 

session of an adventure program to indicate whether they similarly valued those characteristics.  

Witman (1995) found that participants and experts generally agreed on which program 

characteristics were most valuable; however, participants seem to value items related to the 
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“processes” of the program more than items describing the “contents” of the program. 

Specifically, the processes within adventure programs such as helping or assisting others, taking 

risks and meeting challenges, realizing the importance of caring about oneself or others, and 

getting other participants’ support were more valued by participants than doing the program 

content pieces of cooperative, ropes course, or communication activities. Based on their results, 

Witman (1995) suggestsed that future research should continue to expand our understanding of 

the characteristics of adventure programs that participants most value, and whether such 

characteristics facilitate optimal outcomes.  

 Building on Witman’s (1995) findings, Wu et al. (2013) identified the characteristics 

specific to challenge course programs that lead to their beneficial outcomes and propose a model 

through which these “mechanisms of benefit” facilitate positive outcomes, including physical 

fitness, social skills, specific skills, and life effectiveness. Wu et al. (2013) began their study by 

identifying three categories of potential mechanisms of benefit based on a review of previous 

research. The first category – Preparation for Learning – consists of characteristics including 

participants’ intentions, expectations, and willingness to change. The second – Processing or 

Sequencing of Activities – includes a state of disequilibrium, a sense of mission, team building 

through collaboration, mastery through successful experiences, role of the facilitator, and 

debriefing and reflection. The third category – Characteristics of Experience – includes 

kinesthetic awareness (i.e., learning from experience), immediate feedback, encouraging 

adventure, social support, and empowerment. Based on the characteristics of these three 

categories, Wu et al. constructed a survey including Likert-scale based measures to assess these 

constructs, which was completed by their sample of 279 high school students who took part in a 

full-day challenge course program. Their findings suggest that although all three categories of 
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program characteristics are linked to beneficial outcomes, participants most directly benefited 

from items in the Characteristics of Experience category, such as social support.  

 Together, Witman (1995) and Wu et al.’s (2013) findings suggest that experience and 

process-oriented characteristics of challenge course programs (e.g., risk-taking and encouraging 

adventure), may lead to beneficial outcomes more directly than the activity and content-oriented 

characteristics of these programs. Although these researchers effectively identify the 

characteristics of challenge course programs that are most directly linked to outcomes, Wu et al. 

(2013) suggest that there is a need for additional research that utilize qualitative approaches to 

examine how these characteristics lead to the desired outcomes.  

 Follow-up data. In addition to assessing the various outcomes of participating in 

challenge course programs and the program processes that facilitate these outcomes, some 

studies have also recognized the importance of including follow-up data in addition to data 

collected immediately following the program. These studies are especially important, 

considering the fact that much of the value of adventure education programs rest on their ability 

to facilitate positive change that can be sustained (Hatch & McCarthy, 2005; Priest, 1999).  

 Some studies that have incorporated follow-up data have identified outcomes of 

challenge course programs that have been sustained over time. For example, Odello et al. (2008), 

examined the impact of a challenge course program on the leadership and work efficacy of 

university students and also collected follow-up data six weeks after the program. After 

analyzing their follow-up data, Odello et al. (2008) concluded that the increases in leadership and 

work efficacy scores after the program were sustained over the six weeks.  

 Although studies such as Odello et al. (2008) have found the outcomes of participation in 

challenge course programs to be sustained longitudinally, the majority of the research in the 

challenge course literature that have collected follow-up data have found that positive outcomes 
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following these programs are not sustained. One of the first studies in the challenge course 

literature that has employed a research design that incorporated follow-up data was conducted by 

Hatch and McCarthy (2005). The researchers found that although levels of group cohesion and 

effectiveness showed immediate improvements following the program, these scores returned to 

levels prior to the program when assessed two months following the program’s end. Similarly, 

Schary et al.’s (2015) sample of university students reported significant increases in transferable 

skills following their challenge course program; however, when participants were assessed again 

at a three month follow up, all measures had significantly decreased to at or below pre-program 

levels.  

Birx et al.’s (2011) findings revealed the same pattern, where although participants’ job 

satisfaction and group cohesion significantly increased following an initiatives-based challenge 

course program, those positive changes were not maintained when the participants were assessed 

again at the end of the semester. The qualitative data that were collected at the end of the 

semester, however, provided evidence that some long-term effects of the challenge course 

program persisted, with the majority of participants reporting that the program had helped them 

get to know each other better, feel closer as a group, set a friendlier tone for the semester, and as 

a whole, was a positive experience. However, three of the 27 participants reported that they 

experienced no significant changes, and another three commented that the positive effects did not 

last and that they needed to experience follow-up activities. 

 In line with these findings, Gillis and Speelman’s (2008) review of the challenge course 

literature revealed that studies that included follow-up data consistently reported lower effect 

sizes than data collected immediately following the program. However, these findings are limited 

by the fact that only 27.3% of the reviewed studies included follow up data; thus, Gillis and 

Speelman (2008) assert that additional research in the challenge course literature that include 
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follow-up data would be considerably valuable. In sum, contradictory findings by researchers 

such as Odello et al. (2008), who have found support for the sustained impact of challenge 

course programs, and those of Birx et al. (2011), who have found little evidence of these 

sustained outcomes, point to the need for additional research that can clarify whether, and how, 

the immediate outcomes of challenge course programs can be sustained in participating groups 

over time.  

 Meta-analyses. Gillis and Speelman’s (2008) review of challenge course research also 

included a meta-analysis of 44 quantitative studies that examined the outcomes of participating 

in challenge course programs. The included studies, which were published between 1986 and 

2006, employed quasi-experimental designs that included both experimental (i.e., participants 

who took part in the program) and control groups (i.e., those who did not). Studies that were 

reviewed included a variety of samples (e.g., students, adults, families), programs (i.e., with 

recreational, educational, developmental, and therapeutic purposes), and outcome measures (e.g., 

group dynamics, self-efficacy).  

In the context of this meta-analysis, effect sizes represented the extent to which the 

challenge course programs that were examined were effective in achieving the assessed 

outcomes and were calculated as the mean difference between the scores of participants in 

experimental and control groups. Positive effect sizes suggested that participants in the 

experimental groups reported higher scores than those in the control groups. Results from their 

meta-analysis revealed a medium effect size across all studies (d = 0.43), suggesting that 

challenge course programs were generally effective in achieving a variety of outcomes. Higher 

effect sizes were observed in adult participants (d = 0.80), and within studies measuring family 

functioning (d = 0.86) and group effectiveness (d = 0.62). Programs that had therapeutic 

purposes, with the intention to “change patterns of behaviour of the participants” (Gillis & 
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Speelman, 2008, p. 116) also had the highest effect size (d = 0.53), while the effect size of 

programs with developmental purposes (i.e., “designed to improve the behaviors of participants”; 

p. 116) followed closely behind (d = 0.47). Furthermore, programs that included both low and 

high rope elements had higher effect sizes (d = 0.54) than those who just included low rope 

elements (d = 0.32). Finally, programs that were 21-30 hours in duration had larger effect sizes 

(d = 0.79) than those that were shorter. It is especially worth noting that, in terms of age groups, 

the lowest effect sizes were observed among university-aged participants (d = 0.18), relative to 

middle and high school students, and other adults.  

 Bunting and Donley (2002) conducted an earlier review of the challenge course literature, 

where they revealed results comparable to Gillis and Speelman’s (2008) later review. Bunting 

and Donley reviewed 15 outcome studies of challenge course programs published in the 1990s 

finding that the authors of ten studies concluded that participants reported significant positive 

changes in the outcome variables of interest (e.g., team development, self-concept) following the 

program, while the author of another five studies found the challenge course programs to elicit 

no significant changes in the outcome variables. In line with Gillis and Speelman’s (2008) 

findings, Bunting and Donley (2002) concluded that challenge course programs were most 

effective when used to develop group outcomes (e.g., group cohesion) and when the duration of 

the program was 14 hours or longer.  

 Taken together, Gilllis and Speelman’s (2008) meta-analysis and Bunting and Donley’s 

(2002) review confirms the general efficacy of challenge course programs in achieving various 

outcomes and provide an overview of the challenge course literature. Recent, but unpublished, 

follow up meta-analyses by Speelman (2013) and Ferrell (2017) similarly support this 

conclusion. However, powerful as they may be, these reviews are unable to answer the question 

of “why.” For example, one unanswered question that Gillis and Speelman (2008) articulate is 
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why studies that included university students as participants reported the lowest effect sizes. 

These questions may be more appropriately addressed by researchers employing qualitative 

designs and constructivist epistemological paradigms instead (Allison & Pomeroy, 2000).   

Qualitative Research on Challenge Course Programs 

 Although the quantitative, quasi-experimental studies that dominate the challenge course 

literature and confirm the efficacy of these programs may provide practitioners with confidence 

in their work and support for funding initiatives, some scholars have raised concerns for the 

continued use of these traditional research methods. Namely, both Allison and Pomeroy (2000) 

and Baldwin, Persing, and Magnuson (2004) suggest that the dominance of these outcome-

focused studies that emphasize the efficacy of these programs (i.e., asking if they “work”) have 

significantly limited our knowledge and understanding of challenge course programs. As 

Baldwin et al. (2004) assert:  

 It may be odd to suggest that adventure education programs foster growth in the 

participants (i.e., outcomes) while at the same time asserting that there is little 

understanding of how this change occurs. It sounds incongruent, yet it is an accurate 

portrayal of the state of the field. (p. 168) 

 Allison and Pomeroy (2000) call for an epistemological shift from the dominant 

objectivist (i.e., positivist, post-positivist) paradigm, as they are inappropriate for understanding 

the ever-changing realities experienced by participants during these programs. They argue that 

this epistemological approach is not well aligned with the larger goals of the field, which 

emphasize the centrality of learner and the meaning they make in the world around them (Allison 

& Pomeroy, 2000). Therefore, Allison and Pomeroy (2000) assert that the majority of the 

research in the challenge course literature, which has been rooted in objectivism, has ignored 

“the experiences of individuals and the meanings they make of their experiences” (p. 91).  
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 Instead, Allison and Pomeroy (2000) advocate for an epistemological shift towards the 

constructivist paradigm, which strives to understand participants’ unique experiences and points 

of view. They argue that the majority of experiential education professionals, including challenge 

course practitioners, subscribe to the constructivist epistemological vision; as such, the research 

in this field would be more appropriate if it were aligned with constructivism. Better suited to 

this epistemological paradigm are qualitative research methodologies, which usually tend to 

require in-depth data collection and analysis, and ask participants questions of perception, rather 

than efficacy (Patton, 2015; Wolfe & Dattilo, 2006). Hence, the following section will provide a 

review of the small body of research in the challenge course literature that have employed 

qualitative methodologies to explore participants’ perceptions.  

 Qualitative research on intrapersonal outcomes. Some researchers have taken 

qualitative approaches towards examining participants’ perceptions of the intrapersonal 

outcomes of participating in challenge course programs (i.e., self-efficacy, personal growth, and 

professional development, etc.); however, they have done so with varying degrees of empirical 

rigor.  

 One of the earliest purely qualitative studies of challenge course programs was carried 

out by Rastall (1996), who examined participants’ perceptions of the immediate effects of 

completing two high-rope elements. Rastall’s (1996) studied 24 college students taking part in a 

four-week residential field camp who, during the evenings, took part in the challenge course 

program in pairs. Rastall’s (1996) study is unique in the challenge course literature, as he 

investigated a program that only included climbing on two high-rope elements without any 

formal processing or debriefs, and allowed participants to belay each other. Data were collected 

through observations and written response questionnaires, and results revealed participants’ 

general perceptions that they experienced gains in self-efficacy.  
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Rastall’s qualitative data also corroborate the results from Cordle et al.’s (2016) mixed 

method study, which found that all four key components of self-efficacy development (Bandura, 

1997) were represented in these challenge course experiences. Although Rastall’s (1996) study 

provides some qualitative evidence of the utility of high-ropes experiences in fostering 

participants’ self-efficacy, his findings were limited in trustworthiness due to the lack of 

discussion regarding the data analysis strategies and methodological design choices that he 

made.  

 Human (2006), on the other hand, appears to be one of the most methodologically sound 

qualitative studies in the challenge course literature. Utilizing a phenomenological approach, 

Human explored the experiences of a group of graduate students in a full-day challenge course 

program. Six students completing a Masters degree in Counseling Psychology took part in a 

challenge course program designed to enhance personal growth and professional development, 

which comprised of trust, low rope, and high rope activities. Human collected data through 

essays that participants wrote after the program, which detailed their reflections on their 

experiences before, during, and after their program, in addition to their views on the value of 

challenge course programs for facilitating personal growth and professional development. The 

data were then analyzed following guidelines congruent with the phenomenological research 

design, while the trustworthiness of the results was established using prolonged engagement, 

member checking, peer evaluation, rich and thick description, and researcher reflexivity.  

Five themes concerning personal growth and professional development from the program 

emerged from data analysis, including: (a) the challenging of physical and psychological 

boundaries, (b) an awareness of one’s anxiety, and strategies to cope with it, (c) an awareness of 

one’s role in the group, (d) a sense of belonging and group cohesion, and (e) learning to trust 

oneself and others. As one of the only available challenge course studies that has employed a 
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phenomenological design to explore participants’ experiences in these programs, Human (2006) 

provides rare insight into the meaning that participants can make of challenge course 

experiences.  

 Qualitative research on interpersonal outcomes.  Other researchers have similarly 

used qualitative methods to examine participants’ perceptions regarding the interpersonal 

outcomes of participating in challenge course programs, such as communication, camaraderie, 

and group cohesion. Recognizing the lack of literature on this topic, Wolfe and Dattilo (2006; 

2007) took a qualitative approach towards exploring working professionals’ (i.e., 16 adults 

working in a dental office) perceptions of communication, co-operation, and camaraderie who 

took part in a single-day challenge course program, which included initiatives, low ropes, and 

high ropes. Data were collected through in-vivo observations, digital video recordings, and 

individual interviews (i.e., two for each participant).  

 Trustworthiness measures included member checks, triangulation, and rich and thick 

description. Data were analyzed using the grounded theory methodology, and the authors 

described the process as consisting of displaying data, identifying regularities, and comparing 

cases. The data analysis process was supported by coding (line-by-line, in-vivo) and thematic 

analysis. Nine separate themes emerged from analyses, although the authors chose to emphasize 

the themes of communication, “too many chiefs,” co-operation, and camaraderie for the purposes 

of the two publications (Wolfe & Dattilo 2006; 2007).  

Within the larger theme of the effectiveness of communication, Wolfe and Datillo 

identified subthemes of group size, activity progression, listening and responding, and multiple 

talkers. The other theme of interest, “too may chiefs,” identified by Wolfe and Dattilo (2006) 

included the subthemes of problems with decision-making, group confusion, role uncertainty, 

and failure. In summarizing their findings regarding communication, Wolfe and Datillo (2006) 
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concluded that although improvements to communication in the workplace was not clearly 

recognized after the challenge course program, it did prompt a consideration of the importance of 

communication in team performance.  

 Two other themes of co-operation and camaraderie that emerged from these data were 

discussed in Wolfe and Dattilo’s (2007) later publication, where five subthemes emerged for co-

operation (i.e., working together, leading, following, group size, and accomplishment), and four 

for camaraderie (i.e., togetherness, seeing others, getting to know others, and bonding). Though 

Wolfe and Dattilo (2007) suggest that improvements to co-operation in the workplace were also 

not clearly recognized, participants acknowledged a sense of enhanced camaraderie, as existing 

relationships were deepened, and new friendships were created. In fact, Wolfe and Dattilo (2007) 

assert that the enhanced relationships between fellow participants was the only specific outcome 

that was transferred from the challenge course to the workplace. 

 Similar to Wolfe and Dattilo (2006; 2007), Meyer and Wenger (1998) also used a 

qualitative, grounded theory case study design to examine participants’ perceptions of the 

interpersonal and intrapersonal outcomes of participating in a challenge course program and the 

processes through which those outcomes were achieved. Acknowledging previous researchers’ 

call for studies that use theoretical frameworks other than learning transfer, Meyer and Wenger 

uses Kurt Lewin’s change theory (1947a, 1947b) as a theoretical framework to explain the 

processes through which program outcomes were achieved. Participants were 13 members of a 

girls high-school tennis team and four adults (i.e., two facilitators, two coaches) whom assisted 

them during the program and were selected through purposive sampling.  

The program of interest was eight hours long and consisted of trust and spotting 

activities, initiatives, low rope, and high rope activities. Data were collected through 

observations during the program and subsequent competitions, semi-structured interviews with 



DOES ADVENTURE-BASED TEAM BUILDING PRODUCE CHANGE                              48 

 

six of the participants three and nine months following the program, and an additional interview 

with each adult to further triangulate the data. The trustworthiness of the study was ensured using 

member checking, triangulation, peer debriefing, and thick descriptions, and data were analyzed 

using content analysis and grounded theory-based approaches (based on the research purpose).  

 Given Meyer and Wegner’s (1998) results suggesting participants perceived that they 

derived both individual and team-related benefits from the program, they concluded that 

participants believed the challenge course program facilitated team cohesion by providing them 

with a chance to get to know and trust one another, and develop confidence and concentration 

through emphasizing challenging, yet realistic, goals. However, they felt that extent to which 

these lessons were applied to “real life” diminished through time.  

 To explain the process through which these outcomes were achieved, Meyer and Wenger 

(1998) explored more than 50 theories of planned change, and concluded that Kurt Lewin’s 

change theory (1947a, 1947b) was best suited to doing so. Lewin argues that change happens in 

three stages, including: (a) unfreezing (participants recognized key issues and were ready for 

change), (b) moving (participants developed new behaviours and problem solving approaches 

through activities and observing coaches, who were “change agents”), and (c) freezing (having 

new behaviors and approaches become stabilized, and reinforced by “change agents”; Lewin, 

1947a; 1947b).  

 Meyer and Wegner’s (1998) exploratory case study is unique within the challenge course 

literature, as few other studies have utilized theoretical frameworks other than learning transfer 

to understand participants’ perceptions of the impact of challenge course programs. Thus, Meyer 

and Wegner proposed that future researchers should conduct similar studies with other 

populations (e.g., youth, corporate groups, students) to examine whether Lewin’s change theory 
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is an effective framework with which the impact of challenge course programs on intrapersonal 

and interpersonal growth and change can be understood.  

Theoretical Framework: Kurt Lewin’s Theory of Planned Change  

 In their recent review of the state of research in the field of adventure education, Ewert 

and Sibthorp (2014) suggested that “one of the largest challenges for the [adventure education] 

research remains disparate studies that do not build on each other” (p. 155). There is a need for 

additional research that builds on a wider body of knowledge, which will “entail moving away 

from the compilation of independent, unrelated studies toward an integration of and building on 

of past research work” (p. 151). These authors believe that one strategy through which this need 

may be addressed is the pursuit of theory-based research, which utilizes strong theoretical 

frameworks to situate findings within a wider body of literature (Ewert & Sibthorp, 2014).  

 Similarly, Baldwin et al.’s (2004) critique of the state of adventure education research 

also calls for additional theory-based research that provides an explanatory understanding of the 

mechanisms through which learning and change occur in adventure education. Like Wolfe and 

Samdahl (2005), Baldwin et al. (2004) observed that there is ample research that has identified a 

wide array of outcomes that occur in adventure education and numerous philosophical, 

programming, and “folk pedagogy” ideas about how these programs have effects. However, 

there is significant need for empirical evidence to support theoretical models that provide a more 

sophisticated understanding of the specific processes occurring within these programs that lead 

to positive changes (Baldwin et al., 2004).  

 Although Meyer and Wegner (1998) identified Lewin’s theory of planned change as an 

effective theoretical framework through which the impact of challenge course programs on 

participants can be explained and understood, there is little evidence in the literature that this 

theory is currently being used as a theoretical framework in adventure education practice and 
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research. As such, there is a considerable need to build on the scant body of literature using 

Lewin’s theory of planned change as a theoretical framework in adventure education research, 

especially considering Priest’s (1999) assertion that the main objective of adventure education 

programs is to facilitate interpersonal and intrapersonal change. Furthermore, there is a 

significant need for research that examines the process through which challenge course programs 

facilitate these changes, as an increased understanding of this process may serve to enhance the 

design and implementation of these programs, thus maximizing their benefits (Ewert & Sibthorp, 

2014; Mackenzie, 2000; Meyer & Wegner, 1998; Wu et al., 2013). Meyer and Wegner’s (1998) 

findings suggest that Lewin’s theory of planned change may be well suited to explaining this 

process; however, additional research needs to build on these findings before any conclusions 

may be drawn.  

 Lewin’s theory falls under the category of change theories, which are conceptual models 

for understanding and explaining planned change (i.e., conscious, deliberate, and intentional 

attempts to bring about change; Benne & Chin, 1969; Meyer & Wegner, 1998). Though 

numerous change theories exist, Lewin’s theory is one of the most popular, having been widely 

applied in fields such as psychology, nursing and organizational development (Burnes, 2004; 

Kreidler, Campbell, Lanik, Gray, & Conrad, 1994; Meyer & Wegner, 1998). Generally regarded 

as the founder of the field of group research, (Forsyth & Burnette, 2005), Lewin’s theories have 

also been seen as a fundamental paradigm in the field of change management (Cummings et al., 

2016). Although most scholars, including Meyer and Wegner (1998), tend to emphasize his 

three-step model, Burnes (2004) asserts that Lewin’s theory of planned change, in fact, includes 

four key elements that form an interlinked, unified, and elaborate theory that explains planned 

change on individual, group, organizational, and societal levels.  
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 The most foundational element of Lewin’s (1947a) theory of planned change is Field 

Theory, which stresses that all changes in individual behaviour stem from changes in the totality 

of the group environment (i.e., the field). However, “group life is never without change, merely 

differences in the amount and type of change exist” (Lewin, 1947a, p. 199); thus, Lewin uses the 

term “quasi-stationary equilibrium” to describe the rhythm and pattern of behaviours and 

processes in a group that nonetheless fluctuate due to constant changes in the circumstances of 

the group (Burnes, 2004).  

 Lewin is also the first psychologist to write about group dynamics, the second element of 

his theory of planned change, which emphasizes that it is group behaviour, rather than that of 

individuals, that should be the main focus of change, as individuals are always constrained by 

group pressures to conform (Lewin, 1947b). It is, therefore, fruitless to concentrate on changing 

individual behaviours; rather, the focus should be creating disequilibrium and change in group 

factors, such as group norms, roles, processes and interactions (Burnes, 2004; Schein, 1988).  

Although the first two elements of Lewin’s theory (i.e., Field Theory and Group 

Dynamics) emphasize the importance of understanding the internal dynamics of a group, Lewin 

also suggests that simply understanding these internal factors is insufficient, and that a process 

that captures how behavioural change occurs is needed (Burnes, 2004). This led Lewin to 

develop the latter of the four elements of his theory of planned change – action research and his 

three-step model (Lewin, 1947a, 1946b).  

 Lewin’s theory of action research is conceived as a two-pronged process that, first, 

emphasizes that change requires action, and, second, recognizes that successful action is based 

on accurately analyzing the situation, identifying all possible solutions, and selecting the most 

appropriate solution based on the situation at hand (Bennett, 1983; Burnes, 2004). According to 

Lewin (1946), action research “proceeds in a spiral of steps each of which is composed of a 
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circle of planning, action, and fact finding about the results of the action” (p. 206); in other 

words, it is an iterative process, where “fact finding” (or research) leads to action, which leads to 

evaluation, which then leads to further research (Burnes, 2004). Based on this notion of action 

research, Lewin conducted a number of applied research projects, which ultimately led to his 

observation that: 

 A change towards a higher level of group performance is frequently short lived; after a 

“shot in the arm,” group life soon returns to the previous level. This indicates that it does 

not suffice to define the objective of a planned change in group performance as the 

reaching of a different level. Permanency, at the new level, or permanency for a desired 

period, should be included in the objective. (Lewin, 1947a, p. 228)  

 This observation led to the development of his three-step model, which was meant to be 

seen, along with the other three elements of his theory, as part of an integrated approach to 

understanding, analyzing, and bringing about group change (Burnes, 2004). The fundamental 

idea of Lewin’s (1947a) three-step model is that change should not be thought of as a “goal to be 

reached, but rather...a change from the present level to the desired one” (p. 224). A successful 

change project, therefore, involves the three steps of (a) unfreezing from the present level, (b) 

moving to the desired level, and (c) freezing on the new level (Lewin, 1947a). The first stage – 

unfreezing – suggests that the quasi-stationary equilibrium (i.e., the fluctuating pattern of group 

behaviors or processes) must be destabilized, or unfrozen (e.g., through emotional catharsis), 

before old behaviours or processes can be discarded, and new ones can be successfully adopted 

(Burnes, 2004; Lewin, 1947a).  

 Unfreezing, however, is not an end in itself – the second stage of Lewin’s model, 

moving, must also occur. Through trial and error, and the iterative approach to learning 

promoted by action research, the group moves from less appropriate behaviours to ones that are 
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more appropriate; however, without reinforcement, the change can be short-lived (Burnes, 2004; 

Lewin, 1947a). Hence, the final step – freezing – is critical. This step seeks to stabilize the group 

at a new quasi-stationary equilibrium, in order to ensure that new behaviours are safe from 

regression (Burnes, 2004; Lewin, 1947a). In line with the other theoretical elements of Lewin’s 

model, in order for successful individual behavioural change to be stabilized, group norms and 

processes must also be transformed (Burnes, 2004).  

 Lewin’s (1947a) three-step model of change has been widely used by scholars in the 

decades since Lewin first wrote about the concept – so much so that it has become the basis of 

the field of change management (Cummings et al., 2016). However, Cummings et al. (2016) 

critique the dominance of the model in the literature, arguing that the three-step model of 

thinking about change was far from being the most central of Lewin’s theories in his writing on 

planned change shortly prior to his death. Instead, much of the theorizing related to the three-step 

model has been a product of other scholars’ “repackaging and marketing” (Cummings et al., 

2016, p. 35). For instance, while the majority of researchers, including Burnes (2004), have used 

the term “refreezing” to label the third step of the model, the term did not appear in any of 

Lewin’s writing (Cummings et al., 2016). The term that Lewin (1947a) did, in fact, use to 

describe the final step in his model was “freezing.” Furthermore, Cummings et al. (2016) argue 

that Lewin, in fact, placed more emphasis on Field Theory and Group Dynamics than his three-

step model of change (Cummings et al., 2016). An examination of Lewin’s (1947a) original text 

confirms Cummings et al.’s (2016) assertions; therefore, the present study will place emphasis 

on Lewin’s conceptualization of field theory and group dynamics in addition to utilizing his 

three-step model as a general framework.  

 In sum, although the majority of scholars, including Meyer and Wegner (1998), have 

emphasized Lewin’s three-step model when utilizing his theoretical framework on change, 
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Lewin’s (1947a) theory, in fact, consists of other fundamental elements, including field theory 

and group dynamics. Scholarly research that considers all components of Lewin’s (1947) theory 

of planned change when utilizing it as a theoretical framework are much needed in the literature 

(Cummings et al., 2016). Furthermore, few scholars have utilized this theory as a framework for 

understanding the processes through which participants’ can achieve desired outcomes or 

changes in challenge course programs. Nonetheless, some evidence, including Meyer and 

Wegner’s (1998) findings, highlights the utility and appropriateness of Lewin’s theory as a 

theoretical framework for adventure education and challenge course research.  

Challenge Course Programs and Post-Secondary Students  

 As adventure education programs began to be widely adapted to meet the needs of 

different populations, one of its first applications were for higher education programs (Gass, 

1999a). Though adventure education programs in higher education are not a recent development, 

the growth and utilization of these programs has been comparatively small (Gass, 1999a). 

Furthermore, considering Gillis and Speelman’s (2008) unexpected findings that studies 

examining the impact of challenge course programs on university students resulted in the lowest 

effect sizes, additional research on this population is needed in order to address these 

complexities.  

 Challenge course programs and Residence Life Staff.  One of the most common 

applications of adventure education in higher education contexts are training programs for 

Residence Life Staff (RLS) (Gass, 1999a). As a vital position in higher education systems that is 

often demanding and difficult, RLS is a group usually comprised of undergraduate students who 

work in direct contact with peers in a supervisory role (Gass, 1999a). These students are often 

tasked with balancing their personal needs with those of the institution and must draw on a 

multitude of skills (e.g., self-awareness, interpersonal skills, leadership) in order to navigate the 
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complexity of the position (Gass, 1999a). For these reasons, universities usually implement 

training programs to enhance the skills necessary RLS to be successful, and some previous 

studies have examined those that have included adventure education components (Gass, 1999a).  

 For example, Peterman, Pilato, and Upcraft’s (1979) study found that a training program 

based on experiential learning principles can positively impact RLS and their ability to meet their 

job responsibilities, while Schroeder (1976) found that an adventure training program increased 

the ability of new RLS to understand group processing skills. In addition, Cook’s (1980) quasi-

experimental study examined the effects of a three-day outdoor adventure training program on 

the group cohesion and self-confidence of a sample of RLS at the Pennsylvania State University. 

While 60 control group participants took part in a regular, “in-house” training program, 55 

experimental group participants took part in a one-day orientation program, which was followed 

by a three-day adventure education program that consisted of hiking, caving, swimming, and 

group problem solving tasks. After assessing group cohesion and self-confidence prior to the 

training, one day following the program, and then 11 weeks later, Cook (1980) found that the 

program was effective in developing group cohesiveness, and that the improvements were 

sustained over the 11 weeks. However, the program was found to be no more effective in 

developing self-confidence than the regular, in-house program.  

 Aside from the aforementioned studies, all of which have been conducted more than three 

decades ago, few others have examined the impact of adventure education programs on RLS. 

Moreover, few researchers have directly examined the experiences of RLS who have participated 

in challenge course programs. Evidently, considering the key role that these students play in 

university life (Gass, 1999a), and the potential of challenge course programs to foster positive 

development and changes (Gillis & Speelman, 2008), additional research exploring the 

experiences of RLS in challenge course programs is warranted.    



DOES ADVENTURE-BASED TEAM BUILDING PRODUCE CHANGE                              56 

 

The Present Study 

 The preceding review of literature has revealed several gaps in the challenge course 

literature that this study will aim to address. First, although some qualitative research exists in 

the challenge course literature, there is a need for additional qualitative studies that are rooted in 

the interpretivist epistemological paradigm. Since Allison and Pomeroy’s (2000) call for 

interpretivist research in the challenge course literature that strive to understand participants’ 

experiences and perceptions, there have been several studies that have addressed this literature 

gap, including Wolfe and Dattilo (2006; 2007) and Human (2006). Nonetheless, the body of 

qualitative research in the challenge course literature remains scant, and some studies that do 

exist, such as Rastall (1996), lack in trustworthiness and rigour.  Therefore, this study aims to 

utilize an interpretivist theoretical perspective and qualitative research design to understand 

participants’ perceptions of the impact of the challenge course program of interest.  

 Furthermore, although some researchers, including Witman (1995) and Wu et al. (2013), 

have empirically examined the characteristics of challenge course programs that facilitate desired 

outcomes (e.g., social support, risk taking), research that utilizes qualitative designs to examine 

how these characteristics facilitate the beneficial outcomes of these programs is needed (Wu et 

al., 2013). According to Baldwin et al. (2004) and Ewert and Sibthorp’s (2014) review of the 

state of research in adventure education, examining theories that address the question of why 

these programs work is a major current need in the empirical literature – the present study aims 

to address this exact need.  

 In addition to qualitative and process-oriented research, there is an additional need for 

studies in the challenge course literature that explore the sustainment of change following these 

programs. According to Gillis and Speelman’s (2008) review of the challenge course literature, 

less than 30% of the reviewed research in this field have included follow-up data to explore 
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change sustainment. Moreover, other than Birx et al. (2011), few qualitative researchers 

examining the impact of challenge course programs have investigated this topic. Thus, it is 

evident that there is a need for research in the challenge course literature that utilize qualitative 

designs to provide evidence for the sustained value of these programs (Ewert & Sibthorp, 2014).  

 Baldwin et al. (2004) and Ewert and Sibthorp’s (2014) reviews also reveal the need for 

qualitative researchers in adventure education to position their inductive findings into a broader 

theoretical framework. For the majority of researchers in adventure education, the assumed and 

unspoken theoretical framework in which their findings are positioned is the theory of learning 

transfer, despite its significant limitations (Brown, 2010; Furman & Sibthorp, 2012). Meyer’s 

(1998) qualitative, grounded theory study revealed Kurt Lewin’s theory of planned change as a 

useful theoretical framework, through which the impact of challenge course programs can be 

understood; however, since Meyer’s (1998) study was published more than 20 years ago, no 

researcher has built on her findings. The dominance of disparate studies that do not build on each 

other is a problematic norm in the adventure education literature (Ewert & Sibthorp, 2014), so 

the lack of studies that have built on Meyer and Wegner’s (1998) findings is perhaps 

unsurprising. The present study aims to address this significant issue in the challenge course 

literature by building on Meyer and Wegner’s (1998) work, and further examining whether 

Lewin’s theory of planned change can be used to understand the impact of challenge course 

programs on participants.  

 Finally, there is a lack of research on the impact of adventure education programs on the 

population of interest in this study – undergraduate students employed by their university as 

Residence Life Staff. Researchers who have used a sample of residence staff, such as Schroeder 

(1976) and Cook (1980), have published findings more than 30 years ago. The lack of recent 

research on this population clearly illuminates the need for additional research on RLS.  
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 Based on the aforementioned gaps in the challenge course literature, the present study 

strived to address the following research questions:  

1. Do participants perceive the one-day challenge course program as facilitating 

interpersonal change? If so, how?  

2. Do participants perceive the one-day challenge course program as facilitating 

intrapersonal change? If so, how?  

3. Which, if any, of the various elements and characteristics of the challenge course 

program do participants see as facilitating the interpersonal and intrapersonal changes, 

or lack thereof?  

4. How can Kurt Lewin’s theory of planned change be used as a theoretical framework to 

understand the process through which the challenge course program facilitated the 

perceived interpersonal and intrapersonal changes, or lack thereof?  

 Despite the importance of addressing issues that have not been sufficiently examined in 

adventure education and challenge course research, Ewert and Sibthorp (2014) suggest that 

“[research] gaps and needs are often not about missing scholarship – they are about missing 

rigorous research, lack of depth of thinking, and nontrustworthiness of evidence” (p. 160-161). 

The following chapter will provide a comprehensive description of the research design and 

methodology that was used to guide the present study and ensure the rigour and trustworthiness 

of its findings.  
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CHAPTER III 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

 In the previous chapter, a review of the existing literature relevant to the purpose of this 

study was provided, and the gaps in this body of literature that led to the research questions that 

guide this study were revealed. The current chapter will provide an overview of the methodology 

and research design used in the present study to answer those questions. It will begin with a 

discussion of researcher reflexivity, before outlining the qualitative case study research design 

that was employed in this study. Next, a detailed description of the research process will be 

provided, including participant recruitment, data collection, data analysis, data representation, 

and, finally, strategies that were used to ensure the trustworthiness of the study’s results.  

Researcher Reflexivity  

In qualitative research, “one’s self can’t be left behind” (Stanley & Wise, 1983, p. 262). 

Reflexivity, or our ability as researchers to recognize the role of the self in the research process, 

is, therefore, an important means by which we monitor the ways that our identities and 

experiences influence the production of our research (Daly, 2007). Patton (2015) describes 

reflexivity as “a way of emphasizing the importance of deep introspection, political 

consciousness, cultural awareness, and ownership of one’s perspective… [which involves] an 

ongoing examination of what I know and how I know it” (p. 70). Therefore, qualitative 

researchers are tasked with articulating the values, expectations, worldviews, and assumptions 

that may influence the conduct and conclusions of their study, in order to provide the reader with 

a better understanding of how the researcher may arrive at a particular interpretation of the data 

(Maxwell, 2005; Merriam, 2009). Responding to Dupuis’ (1999) appeal for the importance of 

reflexivity to rigorous qualitative research in leisure studies, this chapter begin with a description 
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of the influence that the primary investigator’s experiences have had the research purpose, 

questions, and theoretical perspective.  

I (i.e., the primary investigator in this study) was first introduced to outdoor adventure 

programs in 2015, when I was hired as an Instructor for Campus Adventures – a department of a 

Canadian university that runs outdoor challenge course programs (among others). Having had no 

exposure to these programs before, I began the season by trying to familiarize myself with their 

purpose and key components. Much of my focus throughout that first summer was on my skills 

as a facilitator. However, as I accumulated more experience in the field, I gradually became 

curious of how these programs impacted participants.  

The following summer, I took on the role of Challenge Course Specialist, during which I 

discovered my passion for outdoor adventure programs after witnessing the positive impact that 

they had on numerous participants. Thus, I decided to enroll in an outdoor recreation class the 

following year, which eventually led to my decision to register for a Master’s program in Leisure 

Studies. Before beginning this program, I spent my summer working for the Tim Horton 

Children’s Foundation’s Camp Kentahten as a Lead Challenge Course Facilitator. During this 

summer, my confidence in the power of challenge course programs to facilitate group 

development grew exponentially. Facilitating team-building programs subsequently became a 

part of my career aspirations, and upon beginning my research project for my Master’s program, 

I was determined to utilize it to further my understanding of team building and challenge course 

programs.  

The process of conducting this research project, which took part between the fall of 2017 

and the summer of 2019, coincided with my work as a Program Coordinator with Summit Team 

Building, a company that delivers team building and leadership development programs to 

corporate organizations. This opportunity allowed me to develop a comprehensive understanding 
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of the professional field of experiential education, which informed the decisions I made 

throughout this research process (e.g., my decision to select guiding research questions that were 

relevant and interesting to industry professionals), the interpretations I made of the data, and 

provided me with access to sources of information that enhanced my ability to present a holistic 

and context-sensitive understanding of the case of interest in this study (e.g., informal data; 

Patton, 2015).   

Theoretical Perspective. A review of the challenge course literature (as previously 

discussed), coupled with my personal reflections and discussions with industry professionals in 

the field of experiential education, revealed the exploration of participants’ perceptions of the 

impact of single-day challenge course team building programs to be a worthwhile research 

endeavor. Consequently, my study emphasized how participants interpret and make meaning of 

these programs. This aligns with the interpretivist paradigm of research, which aims to “interpret 

the social world from the perspectives of those who are actors in that world” (Glesne, 2015, p. 

9). The emphasis is on the social world, as interpretivist researchers “assume that reality is 

socially constructed, that is, there is no single, observable reality…[but] multiple realities, or 

interpretations, of a single event” (Merriam, 2009, p. 8).  

According to Pascale (2011), interpretivists believe that the social world is “produced 

through meaningful interpretations,” (p. 22) and emphasize the meaning that people make of 

their experiences. Consequently, interpretivist studies are concerned with understanding 

individuals’ socially constructed reality (i.e., their experiences and perceptions) within particular 

situations or contexts (i.e., a challenge course program; Willis, 2007). In other words, rather than 

“finding” knowledge, interpretivist researchers aim to “construct” it; thus, constructivism is a 

term that is often used interchangeably with interpretivism (Merriam, 2009).  
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In their critiques of the dominance of post-positivist research in the experiential education 

and challenge course literature, Allison and Pomeroy (2000) and Wolfe and Samdahl (2005) 

advocate for research that is rooted in the interpretivist paradigm. According to Allison and 

Pomeroy (2000), “experiential education professions pride themselves on the centrality of the 

learner…[and] subscribe to a constructivist epistemological vision. However, it appears that an 

incongruent epistemology is often employed in research in this field” (p. 97). While researchers 

continue to conduct outcome-focused studies rooted in an objectivist epistemology, they have 

consequently neglected to empirically examine the participants’ subjective experiences and 

perceptions (Allison & Pomeroy, 2000). These assertions, therefore, provide a clear rationale for 

the present study’s interpretivist stance (herein referred to as the study’s “theoretical 

perspective”), which provided direction to the research and informed key decisions in the design 

of my study, including the choice of methodology (Jones, Torres, & Arminio, 2014). 

Theoretical Framework  

 Another key consideration that underlies all aspects of a study is its theoretical 

framework, which is the “underlying structure, the scaffolding or frame of [one’s] study” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 66). All research has an underlying theoretical framework, and it “determines 

what we do not see, do not ask, and do not attend to” (Merriam, 2009, p. 70). Situating the 

research in a theoretical framework is critical to the quality of the inquiry, as theoretical 

frameworks can both reveal and conceal meaning (Merriam, 2009; Jones et al., 2014). As 

discussed in the previous chapter, the theoretical framework used in this study was Kurt Lewin’s 

(1947a) theory of planned change, a framework that has been rarely used in the challenge course 

literature since Meyer and Wenger (1998) first used it in their grounded theory study to interpret 

and explain their findings. As its guiding theoretical framework, Lewin’s (1947a) theory 

influenced this study’s research purpose, data collection and analyses strategies, and the 
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interpretation of the findings (Merriam, 2009). This framework further allowed the findings of 

this study to be situated within a broader context and a wider body of research (Ewert & 

Sibthorp, 2014; Merriam, 2009).  

Due to the inductive nature of qualitative research, Merriam (2009) suggests that 

qualitative researchers often see theoretical frameworks as unnecessary in this form of inquiry. 

However, theoretical frameworks are nonetheless critical in this approach to research because a 

qualitative study’s findings are almost always interpreted and discussed in relation to an existing 

body of knowledge, whether the theoretical framework is explicitly discussed or not (Merriam, 

2009). In the following section, the qualitative nature of the present inquiry is further described.  

Methodology  

Qualitative research. The decision to utilize a qualitative design in this study was 

informed by Glesne’s (2015) and Willis’ (2007) discussion of qualitative methods as a suitable 

approach for research that is rooted in an interpretivist theoretical perspective. Rather than being 

concerned with issues related to prediction or cause and effect, qualitative research emphasizes 

people’s interpretation of their experiences, the construction of their worlds, and the meaning 

that they attribute to their experiences (Merriam, 2009). It allows us to “study selected issues in 

depth and detail…[and] increases [our] understanding of the cases and situations studied” 

(Patton, 1990, p. 13-14). Given the present study’s aim to gain an in-depth understanding of 

participants’ perceptions of challenge course programs, a qualitative research design was thus 

deemed to be best suited for this study.    

Case study methodology. Of the numerous methodologies used by qualitative 

researchers, case study remains one of the most popular and frequently used (Yazan, 2015). 

Paradoxically, it has also one been one of the most criticized and misunderstood forms of 

qualitative inquiry, and this may largely be due to the lack of clearly structured protocols, or 
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methodologists’ inability to come to a consensus regarding its design and implementation 

(Willis, 2007; Yazan, 2015; Yin, 2009). Though the literature offers multiple, and sometimes 

competing, definitions of case studies, they generally share some characteristics. Yin (2009) 

proposes that case studies tend to be an in-depth exploration of real-life contexts that attempt to 

address how or why questions, while Stake (1995) suggests that case studies examine integrated 

systems. According to Merriam (2009), case studies “result in a rich and holistic account[s] of a 

phenomenon” (p. 51). Given the present study’s goal of achieving a holistic, in-depth 

understanding of the challenge course programs and how they impact participants in a real-life 

context, the case study methodology is well suited to the study’s purpose and associated research 

questions. 

Specifically, three methodologists (i.e., Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009) have 

written seminal works on the case study methodology. Although these methodologists provide 

foundational work to case study research in their own right, they offer diverging perspectives on 

the methodology, which can be linked to their dissimilar theoretical perspectives (Yazan, 2015). 

First, Yin (2009) places little, if any, emphasis on theoretical perspective and epistemological 

orientation in his text. Consequently, he sees quantitative data as legitimate sources of data in 

qualitative case studies and uses the concepts of validity and reliability to assess the 

trustworthiness of data, which illuminates his leanings towards post-positivism in his perspective 

on case studies (Yazan, 2015).  

In contrast, Stake (1995) and Merriam (2009) allot large parts of their work to discuss 

their epistemological leanings, explicitly recognizing and justifying their interpretivist 

orientations towards case studies (Yazan, 2015). For example, Merriam (2009) explicitly 

discusses her view that interpretivist philosophies inform most qualitative research, as its goal is 

to understand “how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what 
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meaning they attribute to their experiences” (p. 5). As a result of their epistemological 

orientations and theoretical perspectives, Stake (1995) and Merriam (2009) do not see 

quantitative data sources as legitimate ways of collecting data for case studies (Yazan, 2015). 

Having considered the interpretivist theoretical perspective that informs the present study, the 

remainder of this chapter will predominantly draw on Stake’s (1995) and Merriam’s (2009) 

respective perspectives on case studies.  

Merriam (2009) defines the case study as “an intensive, holistic description and analysis 

of a single entity, phenomenon, or social unit” (p. 46). Echoing Stake’s (2005) assertions, 

Merriam also argues that the most important defining characteristic of case study research is the 

delimitation of the unit of study (i.e., the case). A case must be a bounded system, which is a 

single entity around which there are boundaries (Merriam, 2009). It can, therefore, be a single 

person, institution, or program. However, unless the phenomenon is “intrinsically bounded” 

(Merriam, 2009, p. 41), it cannot be considered a case. To assess whether each unit of analysis is 

intrinsically bounded, Merriam (2009) recommends considering how finite the data collection 

process can be. In the context of the present study, due to the singular nature of the challenge 

course program of interest, there is a limit to the number of people involved that can be 

interviewed, and there exists a finite time for observations.  

On the other hand, the phenomenon of challenge course programs in general cannot be 

considered intrinsically as a bounded case, given the countless challenge course programs that 

can be potentially investigated and given subsequently, there are no limits to the data collection 

process. In contrast, the single challenge course program to be examined in the present study 

does qualify as a bounded case, and consequently, this study can be considered a case study. 

Another key consideration behind the choice to use the case study methodology in this 

study was whether the methodology was aligned with the central interest of the research. 
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Although this study also explores the impact that a challenge course program has on individuals, 

the central interest is how such a program would impact the group, in line with Lewin’s assertion 

in his theory of planned change that individual behaviour is a product of the total group 

environment which is, ultimately, more important (Burnes, 2004; Lewin, 1947b). Congruently, 

case studies “are an ideal method for studying groups in their real contexts over time” (Berdahl 

& Henry, 2005, p. 32), and have been used throughout the historical development of group 

research (Forsyth & Burnette, 2005). The present study’s use of a case study to investigate group 

phenomena builds upon a long tradition of case study in group research and provides additional 

support for its suitability to this study.  

In sum, the decision to employ the case study design in the current study was based on its 

alignment with two central purposes of the study (i.e., to understand the impact of challenge 

course programs on participants and the processes that facilitated those effects; Merriam, 2009). 

Anchored in real-life contexts, case studies tend to produce descriptive, rich and holistic 

accounts of the phenomenon under study; thus, it is well suited to answering the “how” and 

“what” questions that guide this study (Merriam, 2009; Yin, 2009).   

Instrumental case study. Merriam (2009) and Stake (2005) also discuss the importance 

of selecting the type of case study that is best suited to the study’s primary interest. Among the 

three types of case studies that exist, including intrinsic, instrumental, and collective (Stake, 

2005), the instrumental case study design is best suited to the purpose of the present study, given 

these types of case studies are “examined mainly to provide insight into an issue or redraw a 

generalization…the case is of secondary interest, it plays a supportive role, and it facilitates our 

understanding of something else” (p. 437). Given this study’s aims to produce insights into how 

challenge course programs impact post-secondary students (i.e., those specifically employed as 

Residence Life Staff) using a theoretical framework that has received little previous empirical 
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attention in the challenge course literature (i.e., Kurt Lewin’s theory of planned change; Lewin, 

1947a), its emphasis is on theory building and confirmation, and a generalized phenomenon, 

rather than on the particularity of a specific case. Consequently, the instrumental case study is 

the most appropriate type of case study to be employed in this study. 

Research Site and Participant Recruitment 

Selection of case. In qualitative case studies, two levels of sampling are necessary – first, 

the case to be studied must be selected (i.e., the challenge course program), then further sampling 

will occur within the case (i.e., program participants; Merriam, 2009). Purposeful sampling was 

utilized when selecting the case, as it allowed for the selection of an information-rich case from 

which the most insight about the experiences of participants in challenge course programs could 

be gained, which was the issue of central importance to the purpose of this study (Patton, 2015).  

When using purposeful sampling, the researcher must begin by specifying selection 

criteria that guides case selection (Merriam, 2009). In line with the research questions that 

guided this study, the case selection criteria were as follows:  

1. The program needed occur in an outdoor, challenge course context, and structured as a 

typical challenge course program (i.e., including initiatives, low ropes, high ropes; in 

line with previous literature; e.g., Meyer & Wegner, 1998);  

2. The program needed to take place in a single day (in line with previous literature; 

Meyer & Wegner, 1998);  

3. The program needed to have a participant group of undergraduate students, employed 

by the university as Residence Life Staff (RLS; in line with the gaps in the literature 

discussed in Chapter II);  

4. The participant group needed to be a team that otherwise continued to work together as 

an intact team beyond the study and into the future. 
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5. The participant group needed be accessible to the researcher for data collection 

processes soon after the end of the challenge course program. 

Ultimately, the case that was selected for this study was a sample that is typical of 

challenge course programs that are delivered to adult participants in a post-secondary context, 

reflecting the present study’s emphasis on average instances of the phenomenon of interest 

(Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2015). Furthermore, although convenience sampling was not used in 

this study, as it often leads to the selection of information-poor cases with little credibility 

(Merriam, 2009), the limitations of time and resources were considered when choosing which 

case to examine. Ultimately, a three-hour long program that was delivered in the autumn of 2018 

to a participant group of 79 RLS, which included all three key program elements of initiatives, 

low ropes, and high ropes and which took place on a university’s on-site challenge course, was 

selected as the case of interest in this study. The rationale behind the selection of this specific 

research site is discussed in the following section, followed by an explanation of the second level 

of sampling in this case study.  

 Research site and access. The selection of study sites should be guided by the research 

questions, and an ideal site should be one that best allows the researcher to understand 

phenomenon of interest (Stake, 2005). Given the present study’s focus on challenge course 

programs that are regularly utilized by undergraduate student participants, the case that was 

examined took place on a challenge course located on the campus of a mid-sized Canadian 

university, which is managed and run by the staff employed within the Campus Adventures 

Department. In the present study, this specific program was selected because the organization 

provides the most accessible means for the primary investigator to answer the study’s research 

questions. The relationships that were built with this organization prior to the present study, as 
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discussed earlier in the chapter, supported the process of gaining access to the site, the program, 

and the specific participants who were critical to this study.  

Gaining access to participants and research sites is an essential step in sampling and 

involves acquiring consent to conduct data collection at the research site (Jones et al., 2014; 

Glesne, 2015). This fundamental stage of the research process can be achieved by developing 

relationships with key individuals who can facilitate access; namely, those who are gatekeepers 

and key informants, who have the authority to grant consent for the researcher to enter the study 

site (Jones, et al., 2014). In the context of this case study, gatekeepers included the Director of 

Recreation Services at the university, the program managers of Campus Adventures, and the 

management team of Residence Life. The development of rapport and trust between the primary 

investigator and these key individuals, as discussed by Glesne (2015), was the main strategy that 

was used to gain access to the research site, programs, and participants. This included strategies 

such as respecting customs and practices, introducing reciprocity into the relationship, keeping 

promises, and offering commitment acts (i.e., offering time and energy to the group researched).  

Initial meetings with key gatekeepers at Campus Adventures and Recreation Services 

regarding the present study began in February, with five subsequent meetings taking place over 

the next seven months leading up to the day of the challenge course program of interest. These 

two key departments similarly offered their full support for the present research project (i.e., 

agreed to allow the researcher to observe the program and interview facilitators), and the 

researcher accordingly offered reciprocal commitment acts in the months leading up to the 

program, including writing a testimony for Campus Adventures during their recruitment season 

and delivering a training workshop for their summer staff during their week of staff training.   

Initial relationship building with key gatekeepers of RLS began in April (i.e., seven 

months prior to the date of challenge course program of interest), while formal meetings with the 
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members of the management team of Residence Life took place in the following months of May, 

July, and September of the same year, during which the key gatekeepers expressed interest in 

having Residence Life be a part of this research project, and subsequently provided full support 

(i.e., access to program and participants) for the project.  

Recruitment procedure. The researcher initiated the official recruitment process for the 

present study with a presentation approximately three weeks prior to the date of the program 

delivered to all RLS who would take part in the program. During this presentation, the primary 

investigator described the rationale for the present study, outlined its key objectives, specified 

the requirements of participation, and answered any preliminary questions that participants had 

about the research project.  

During the morning of the program, the primary investigated handed out a Letter of 

Invitation and an Informed Consent Form, both of which communicated key information 

regarding the study (i.e., its purpose, methods, participation requirements, confidentiality; see 

Appendices A and B) to all 79 participants and six facilitators, and their informed consent was 

sought for researcher observations of the program. The primary investigator also asked 

participants to provide their contact information (i.e., email or phone number) on the Informed 

Consent Form if they were interested in taking part in focus group or individual interviews 

following the program. The primary investigator also recruited potential focus group and 

individual interview participants both in person immediately following the conclusion of the 

program, and through an email that was sent to all Residence Life Staff via the Manager of 

Residence Life several days following the program. The P.I. invited all participants who 

indicated their interest in taking part in focus group and individual interviews on the Informed 

Consent Form (i.e., those whom also met the selection criteria; n = 42) to participate in these 

individual interviews by using the contact information that they voluntarily provided. In the 
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following section, the process of selecting specific participants for focus group and individual 

interviews will be further detailed.  

Participant selection. After the case of interest was selected, access to the program was 

secured, and researcher observations of the program had been conducted, the primary 

investigator utilized the second level of sampling – the selection of participants within the case –

to select participants who would take part in focus group and individual interviews. This stage of 

sampling also aimed to utilize purposeful sampling to select “information-rich” participants who 

were able to provide the most insight regarding their experiences in the program (Merriam, 2009; 

Patton, 2015). As discussed earlier in the context of the purposeful sampling of cases, Merriam 

(2009) suggests that the first step in purposeful sampling is to determine selection criteria which 

guides the selection process. Criterion-based selection was similarly used in the purposeful 

sampling of information-rich participants, and the selection criteria was as follows:   

1. Participants must have attended the full program;  

2. Participants must have been able to articulate their perceptions of the program;  

3. Participants must have been available for a follow-up interviews following the program. 

4. Participants must have already been familiar with the participant group prior to the 

program and continue to work with the group following the program.  

In line with the strategy of purposeful sampling (Meriam, 2009), the main objective of 

the participant selection procedure in this study was to select interview participants who were 

most able to provide information that would allow the primary investigator to answer the guiding 

research questions. However, during the participant selection process, it became clear that the 

majority of the participants who had taken part in the challenge course program of interest fit the 

criteria mentioned above and were thus deemed information-rich cases. Consequently, the 

primary investigator used Merriam’s (2009) strategy of convenience sampling to select 
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participants who were able to take part in focus group and individual interviews based on their 

availability and the amount of available resources (i.e., time, money) for the researcher to 

conduct these interviews. Though Merriam (2009) suggests that selection of cases that are solely 

based on convenience would likely lead to the selection of “information-poor” cases, she also 

suggests that some dimension of convenience sampling during participant selection is normal 

and acceptable.  

After the initial phase of purposeful and convenience sampling, during which 15 

participants fitting the above criteria were selected to take part in three separate focus group 

interviews, other purposeful sampling techniques outlined by Merriam (2009) were used to 

recruit ten participants for additional one-on-one interviews. First, snowball sampling (i.e., chain, 

network sampling; Merriam, 2009), which involved the process of the primary investigator 

asking key participants to refer him to other potentially information-rich participants, was used to 

select additional participants for individual interviews. Additionally, the primary investigator 

used theoretical sampling to further recruit participants, and this process occurred simultaneously 

with data analysis as the emerging theoretical constructs, which guided him to identify further 

interview respondents (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Merriam, 2009).  

Specifically, based on the preliminary analysis of focus group interview data, participants 

who provided information that was either contrary to (i.e., negative case selection) or variants of 

(i.e., discrepant case selection) emerging themes were selected for individual interviews 

(Merriam, 2009). Furthermore, participants who provided some information during focus group 

interviews that was potentially useful to answering the research questions of interest, but who did 

not have a chance to fully elaborate on their perspectives, were also selected to take part in 

individual interviews. Ultimately, three participants who had previously taken part in focus 
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groups were also invited to take part in individual interviews, in addition to three other 

participants who were unable to attend either of the focus groups.  

Additionally, during the preliminary stages of data analysis, it became clear that further 

interviews with non-participants would be necessary in order to achieve the main objective of a 

case study to provide an in-depth, holistic, and context-sensitive understanding of the case of 

interest (i.e., the program; Patton, 2015). Therefore, two members of the management team of 

the Residence Life department and two of the Campus Adventures staff who were involved in 

the program were also selected to take part in individual interviews, despite the fact that they did 

not meet the participant selection criteria.  

Overall, the evolving process of theoretical sampling, as described by Merriam (2009), 

requires qualitative researchers to not select a specific sample size ahead of time. Consequently, 

the process of selecting participants for individual interviews continued until a point of 

saturation, during which no new insights emerged from further data collection (Lincoln & Guba, 

1985). During the tenth participant interview, redundant themes began to emerge. Considering 

Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) recommendation that redundancy is a sign that the point of saturation 

has been reached, the primary investigator then determined that no further individual interviews 

would be necessary. The following section will provide further information regarding the 

procedure that the primary investigator followed when collecting the data for the present study.  

Data Collection Procedures 

When discussing data collection in case studies, Merriam (2009) and Stake (2005) both 

suggest that the techniques used should be determined by the purpose and questions of the study. 

It is important, though, that multiple data collection techniques are used for the purposes of 

maximizing the quality of the inquiry, as any findings from a case study will be, “more 

convincing and accurate if it is based on several different sources of information” (Yin, 2009, p. 
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116). This aligns with Merriam (2009) and Stake’s (2006) discussion of using multiple methods 

to achieve triangulation, which allows the researcher to compare and cross-check data collected 

through different methods to ensure that key meanings are not overlooked or misinterpreted. 

Triangulation will be further discussed later in the chapter as a trustworthiness strategy, although 

its influence on the choice of data collection strategies in this study is worth noting. Having 

considered these key factors, in addition to this study’s purpose of achieving a comprehensive 

understanding of the challenge course program of interest, the primary investigator selected the 

three data collection strategies of researcher observations, interviews, document analysis.  

Researcher Observations. Researcher observations are one of the primary sources of 

data in qualitative case studies, as they “represent a firsthand encounter with the phenomenon of 

interest” (Merriam, 2009, p. 117). Through making observations, the researcher is also supported 

in attaining a more holistic understanding of the context of participants’ experiences. Researcher 

observations also allow for the documentation of specific incidents that can serve as reference 

points during interviews (Merriam, 2009). Though critics of researcher observations as a data 

collection method argue that it is highly subjective and the data that are collected are therefore 

unreliable, Merriam (2009) suggests that the observations can be a valid source of empirical data 

when they: (a) address specific research questions; (b) are conducted to triangulate findings from 

other sources; and (c) are done in a systematic way. The following section will outline the 

primary investigator’s protocol that directed the process of researcher observations in this study.  

Researcher observations of the challenge course program of interest were utilized as a 

source of data in this study with the objective of addressing its four guiding research questions. 

As discussed earlier, prior to the program, access from key gatekeepers from both the facilitating 

(i.e., Campus Adventures) and participating (i.e., Residence Life) organizations were obtained 

over a series of meetings that took place in the six months leading up to the challenge course 
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program. During the morning of the program, with the support of the management team at 

Residence Life, the researcher sought all participants’ informed consent using a Letter of 

Invitation and Informed Consent Form. The process of the researcher making overt observation 

was fully disclosed to all participants, in line with Patton’s (2015) recommendation of complete 

disclosure for ethical reasons. Nonetheless, Patton (2015) also discusses the importance of 

downplaying the researcher’s evaluation roles and communicating to participants and facilitators 

that the emphasis of the observations is not on them, but on the program itself. The primary 

investigator employed this strategy in this study with hopes that it would reduce the potential for 

participants to experience discomfort.  

Of the 79 total participants, 68 provided their consent for researcher observations. 

Participants who did not provide consent were not included in the researcher observations (i.e., 

observational notes regarding them were not recorded), and their participation in the program 

was not impacted. A strategy of protecting participants who opted out of participating in program 

observations was developed in partnership with this study’s advisory committee and the key 

gatekeepers at Residence Life, in line with Glesne’s (2011) discussion of collaborative decision 

making when dealing with ethical challenges. An emphasis was placed on the principles of 

respect (i.e., informed and voluntary consent) and benevolence (i.e., privacy) when developing, 

and implementing, this strategy (Glesne, 2011). 

At the beginning of the program, participants were offered a label with their participant 

number, which was meant to support the researcher in recording accurate details during the 

program. Wearing these labels was entirely voluntary, and this was made clear to all participants. 

Participants who did not provide consent for participation were also provided with a numbered 

label that they could choose to put on, in order to ensure the anonymity of their decision to not 

participate in the study. The primary investigator proceeded to maintain an active list with the 
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participant numbers of those who opted to not take part in program observations, and the primary 

investigator referred to this list throughout the observational process. The primary investigator 

did not record observational notes for these specific participants, and he reviewed the notes 

following the program to ensure that there was no mention of these participants.  

Throughout the program, the researcher observed the program as a whole, and recorded 

field observational notes with the guidance of a structured Observational Guide (see Appendix 

F). In line with Merriam’s (2009) discussion of fieldwork in case studies, the field notes that the 

primary investigator collected included direct quotations of informal conversations and 

interviews during each program, researcher reflexivity comments, and observational notes that 

included highly descriptive accounts of the setting, activities, and behaviours of participants, 

with enough detail to allow the reader to “feel as if they are there, seeing what the observer sees” 

(p. 13). The focus of these observations was determined by the research questions and theoretical 

framework; namely, an emphasis was placed on: (a) signs of interpersonal and intrapersonal 

changes throughout the program (in line with questions one and two), (b) the activities that 

participants experienced throughout the program and their reactions and responses to these 

activities (in line with question three), and (c) the processes and patterns that were connected to 

Lewin’s theory of planned change (i.e., changes in group dynamics, unfreezing, moving, etc.; in 

line with question five and this study’s theoretical framework).  

Furthermore, based on Merriam’s (2009) discussion of the key elements to be observed 

during qualitative inquiry, the six key elements, including: (a) physical setting; (b) participants; 

(c) activities and interactions; (d) conversation; (e) subtle factors; and (f) observer reflexivity 

formed the structure of the Observation Guide, and subsequently led to observation and 

recording of details that were relevant to these key elements. Patton’s (2015) eight goals of high 

quality observations were also adapted as the ideals that guided the observational process, and 
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they included (a) rich and thick description, (b) contextual sensitivity, (c) openness to what 

emerges, (d) seeing the unseen, (e) testing old assumptions, (f) opening up new areas of inquiry, 

(g) delving into sensitive issues, (h) getting beyond selective perceptions, and (i) experiencing 

empathy.  

Another crucial consideration throughout the observation process was the relationship 

between participants (i.e., the observed) and the researcher (i.e., the observer). Researchers 

conducting case study observations must consider their positionality; that is, to what extent they 

are participating in the program (Merriam, 2009). Merriam (2009) suggests that in reality, 

researchers are rarely total participants or observers, and their stance shifts throughout the 

observational process. Nonetheless, in a general sense, the observing researcher took on what 

Adler and Adler (1998) call a “peripheral membership role” in this study, which allowed the 

observer to “observe and interact closely enough with members to establish an insider’s identity 

without participating in those activities constituting the core of group membership” (p. 85).  

In line with the interpretivist theoretical perspective, rather than aiming for objectivity 

and detachment, the primary investigator assumed subjectivity and interactive influences. 

Researcher reflexivity was, therefore, be a critical trustworthiness strategy in this study, and is 

discussed in later sections of this chapter. Nonetheless, despite the assumption and acceptance of 

the researcher’s subjective influence on the observational data, ethical concerns underscored the 

importance of using unobtrusive observational methods. It was important to all parties involved 

in the research process (i.e., the researcher, participants, and program facilitators) that the impact 

that the research process had on participants’ program experience be minimized.  

Altogether, the primary investigator’s program observations provided a valuable source 

of information for him to understand the context of participants’ experiences in the program. 

Ultimately, observational data played a critical role for the primary investigator in triangulating 
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the findings. An understanding of the details that the researcher is unable to see (e.g., 

participants’ perceptions), however, required other forms of data collection in this study (Stake, 

1995), namely interviews.  

Interviews. Qualitative case studies often require information that cannot be obtained 

through observations, such as thoughts and perceptions (Merriam, 2009). Consequently, this 

study’s interest in participants’ perceptions necessitated the primary investigator’s use of 

interviews as a data collection tool. Furthermore, interviews allowed him to uncover multiple 

interpretations of the phenomenon of interest – a main objective in qualitative, interpretivist case 

studies (Stake, 1995). Thus, interviews were a main source of data in this study.  

Focus group interviews. The present study’s research questions were characterized by an 

underlying interest in group processes and dynamics, so addressing these questions required a 

strategy that could capture group perspectives. Focus groups interviews, which provide data that 

are socially constructed within group interactions, are an ideal strategy for achieving this 

objective (Merriam, 2009). A data collection procedure that is rooted in the interpretivist 

theoretical perspective, Merriam (2009) describes focus groups as, “interview[s] on a topic with 

a group of people who have knowledge of the topic” (p. 93). They allow participants to consider 

their own perspectives in the context of others, respond to others’ comments, and share 

additional insights that arise from hearing others’ views (Merriam, 2009).  

In the present study, the researcher recruited participants to take part in the focus groups 

interviews in three ways, including: (a) in person at the end of the program, (b) through a mass 

email sent to all RLS via the management team at Residence Life days following the program, 

and (c) via the contact information that participants voluntarily provided on their informed 

consent form, indicating an interest in taking part in focus group and individual interviews. All 

participants who were invited to take part in these interviews met all selection criteria. The 
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recruitment process yielded three separate focus groups that were conducted within three weeks 

following the challenge course program of interest. Each focus group ran for approximately 60 

minutes and took place in a quiet and confidential room on the university campus. Though 

Merriam (2009) states that most writers suggest having between six and ten participants in a 

focus group, she also articulates that there are “no hard and fast rules about how many to include 

in a group” (p. 94). Thus, though an effort was made to recruit six to ten participants for each 

focus group, the recruitment process yielded five program participants for each focus group 

interview, which was approaching Merriam’s (2009) suggested ideal range.  

The in-person focus group interviews followed a semi-structured format, and an 

interview guide was used in a flexible way. A semi-structured interview format was chosen 

because it “assumes that individual respondents define the world in unique ways” (Merriam, 

2009, p.90), which aligns with this study’s interpretivist theoretical perspective. This format also 

allowed the researcher to request specific information from participants, while having the 

flexibility to respond to the immediate situation, the emerging worldviews of respondents, and 

new ideas that arise (Merriam, 2009). The interview guide (see Appendix E) included questions 

of various structures that were developed based on the study’s purpose, and a list of topics and 

issues that needed to be explored during the course of the interview. The questions were used 

flexibly, and in no specific predetermined order (Merriam, 2009). Additionally, each focus group 

interview was recorded using both an audio and video recorder. The choice to have two 

strategies of recording the interviews was made with the goal of redundancy in mind, and to 

avoid the challenges associated with malfunctioning equipment. Furthermore, although video 

recording can be cumbersome and intrusive, it allows the focus group interview to be transcribed 

more efficiently and has an added benefit of recording nonverbal behaviour (Glesne, 2015; 
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Merriam, 2009). At the end of each focus group interview, I asked participants for permission to 

contact them again for individual, follow-up interviews.  

Individual interviews. While focus group interviews allow for the collection of data that 

are socially constructed within a group context (Merriam, 2009), Patton (2015) explains that one-

on-one interviews allow qualitative researchers to “enter into the other person’s 

perspective…[and] the interviewee’s world through what he or she tells us” (p. 426-427). These 

interviews have the potential to yield data that cannot be obtained through observations (e.g., 

feelings, thoughts, intentions) or focus groups (e.g., personal or sensitive perspectives; Patton, 

2015; Merriam, 2009).  

In the present study, interviews with individual participants were conducted to achieve 

three main objectives: (a) to allow participants who were unable to attend focus group interviews 

to offer their views, (b) to obtain perspectives and information from non-participants that 

allowed the researcher to develop a holistic and context-sensitive understanding of the case of 

interest (i.e., the program; Patton, 2015), and (c) to obtain information that was either contrary to 

or further built on themes that emerged during focus group interviews. Consequently, 

participants that took part in in-person individual interviews were recruited using theoretical 

sampling which, as discussed earlier in chapter, involved actively selecting interview participants 

based on themes that emerge from the analysis of focus group interviews (Merriam, 2009). In 

line with Merriam’s (2009) description of the process of theoretical sampling, these interviews 

occurred simultaneously with the process of preliminary data analysis, and the total number of 

individual interview participants was not determined beforehand.  

Ultimately, the sampling process led to ten one-on-one interviews that were conducted 

with program participants who were (a) unable to attend focus group interviews, (b) took part in 

focus groups but had further insight to offer that was of interest to the researcher, and (c) 
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program staff and managers at both Campus Adventures and Residence Life that offered 

supplementary perspectives, which supported the researcher in achieving a holistic 

understanding of the case of interest. These interviews were conducted between two weeks and 

four months following the program, and the choice to conduct interviews over a significant 

period of time was informed by Merriam’s (2009) assertion that the goal for case studies should 

be to “include as many variables as possible and portray their interaction, often over a period of 

time” (Merriam, 2009, p. 43). Participants who took part in interviews multiple months 

following the program were selected through theoretical sampling, which led to a deliberate and 

concept-driven process of selecting participants who provided information that helped develop 

emerging analytic categories (Jones et al., 2014; Merriam, 2009). These one-on-one interviews 

continued until the point of saturation and redundancy had been reached, where the researcher 

determined, based on available data, that no new and significant properties or insights would 

emerge from further data collection (Jones et al., 2014; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

When discussing the process of interviewing participants, Patton (2015) strongly asserts 

that the quality of the data obtained during interviews are significantly dependent on the 

protocols and strategies employed by the interviewer. Each one-on-one interview was semi-

structured in format and was directed by a similar interview guide as the one utilized during 

focus groups (see Appendix E). However, in line with the strategy of theoretical sampling, as 

further interviews were conducted, the researcher altered the questions that he included on the 

interview guide in order to build on the emerging themes and categories (Merriam, 2009). The 

principles of high-quality interviews that Patton (2015) proposes, which include asking open 

questions, probing as appropriate, and maintaining neutrality, formed the ideals that guided the 

strategies employed throughout the interview process. Each interview lasted approximately 50 

minutes on average, and was conducted in-person at a participant-selected location on the 
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university campus that was convenient to the participant and provided a reasonable amount of 

privacy. All interviews were recorded using an audio recorder.   

Document collection. Although interviews and observations provide valuable data in 

qualitative case studies, the presence of the investigator may intrude upon the setting in a way 

that unintentionally influences participants (Patton, 2015). In contrast, the use of documents 

provides a source of data that is nonreactive and grounded in context (Merriam, 2009). They 

provide additional descriptive information, advance emerging categories during data analysis, 

and provide a record of activity that the researcher would otherwise be unable to observe directly 

(Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1995). Evidently, in this study, documents provided a valuable source of 

data that supported a holistic understanding of each program. Aligned with Merriam’s (2009) 

discussion of the use of documents in case studies, the selection of documents that were used 

was guided by the research questions, educated hunches, and the emergent findings.  

The documents that were collected throughout the research process fell under the 

category of program records. Program records are especially important in case studies because 

they can reveal aspects of the program that the researcher cannot observe, such as things that 

have taken place before the program, goals of the program, and other behind-the-scenes 

processes (Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2015). It is, therefore, “particularly important to seek out the 

paper trail for what it can reveal about the program” (Merriam, 2009, p. 141). Specifically, three 

documents were collected were collected: (a) a challenge course operating manual from Campus 

Adventures, (b) a facilitation guide for Campus Adventures staff, and (c) collective goal setting 

sheets that were filled out by each team at the beginning of the program. These documents were 

produced for reasons other than this research project; thus, it was important that confidentiality 

was respected throughout the document collection and data analysis process (Merriam, 2009; 
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Patton, 2015). All documents were kept in a locked cabinet in a locked office, and all digital 

copies were stored on a password-protected hard drive.  

The first two documents that were collected (i.e., the challenge course operating manual 

and facilitation guide for Campus Adventures staff) provided with background information 

regarding the challenge course program of interest that would have been otherwise difficult to 

acquire, such as the program’s goals, the rationale behind the activities, and the theoretical and 

philosophical underpinnings that shaped the program. Altogether, the information in these 

documents provided descriptive information that further allowed the researcher to acquire a 

holistic understanding of the program of interest, and was, therefore, an invaluable source of data 

(Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2015). 

The final set of documents that were collected were sheets that were filled out by 

participants as a group at the very beginning of the program, which outlined their mutually 

agreed upon goals for the program. The strengths that these documents bring to the present study 

were their ability to verify and triangulate the information that participants provide during 

interviews, in addition to their ability to provide an alternative source of information that helped 

paint a holistic picture of participants’ expectations for the program. In total, goal setting sheets 

for five of the six participating groups in the program were collected (the sheet for one of the 

groups was accidentally disposed of before the researcher was able to collect it). In sum, the 

program documents that were collected in this study were instrumental in providing answer to 

the research questions that guided this study. The following section will outline the protocols that 

were followed and strategies that were utilized to analyze the data that was collected from 

documents, interviews, and observations.  

Data Analysis Procedures 
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The process of analysis transforms the data that have been collected from various sources 

into answers to the study’s research questions (Patton, 2015). It makes sense of the data by 

consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what participants have said in interviews and what the 

researcher has observed and read throughout data collection (Merriam, 2009). The process of 

making meaning of massive amounts of data (i.e., the main challenge in qualitative analysis) 

involves: (a) decreasing the volume of raw information by separating the significant from the 

trivial, (b) identifying significant patterns and themes, and (c) constructing a framework for 

communicating the essence of what is revealed in the data (Patton, 2015).   

Additionally, as discussed earlier, the objective of a case study is to produce an 

“intensive, holistic description and analysis of a single, bounded unit” (Merriam, 2009, p. 203). 

Consequently, the goal of data analysis in the present study was to convey a comprehensive 

understanding of the case of interest (i.e., the challenge course program) using the data that have 

been collected from interviews, field observations, and documents. Additionally, Merriam (2009) 

also asserts that another key objective in data analysis in qualitative research is to make sense of 

the data through answering the research questions; therefore, the data analysis process was 

guided by the research questions and purpose statement.  

Though Patton (2015) asserts that though no formulas or recipes for data analysis exist, 

as each qualitative study is unique, he suggests that numerous available frameworks (i.e., 

guidelines, procedural suggestions, and exemplars) can be applied, as long as it is done so with 

sound judgment and creativity. Having considered the present study’s interpretivist theoretical 

perspective, case study methodology, and its guiding purpose and research questions, a basic 

data analysis strategy presented by Merriam (2009) was selected as a guiding data analysis 

framework.  



DOES ADVENTURE-BASED TEAM BUILDING PRODUCE CHANGE?                             85 

 

Merriam’s (2009) data analysis strategy, which she describes as inductive (i.e., 

emphasizing the discovery of patterns, themes and categories in the data without prior 

expectations; Cordle et al., 2016; Patton, 2015) and comparative in nature, draws heavily on 

Glaser and Strauss’ (1967) constant comparative method of data analysis, although it has also 

been widely used by qualitative researchers who have not sought to build grounded theory 

(Merriam, 2009; Yazan, 2015). However, Patton (2015) suggests that deductive analysis (i.e., 

analyzing the data according to an existing framework) is also necessary when qualitative 

analysis involves verifying an existing theoretical framework based on the qualitative data. 

Consequently, in order to address the theoretical nature of the present study’s fourth research 

question (i.e., whether Kurt Lewin’s theory of planned change be used as a theoretical 

framework to understand the process through which one-day challenge course programs can 

facilitate change), the latter half of the data analysis process emphasized deductive analysis. In 

short, both inductive and deductive forms of analysis were used throughout the data analysis 

process.  

Furthermore, the process of data analysis was supported by the use of NVivo, a type of 

software developed to assist with qualitative data analysis (Merriam, 2009). Although labeled as 

data analysis software, Merriam (2009) describes its main purpose as a data organization and 

categorization tool, as the researcher is ultimately responsible for analyzing the data. 

Simultaneous data collection and analysis. One of the foundational features of an 

interpretivist approach to qualitative data analysis, according to Merriam (2009), is having data 

analysis occur simultaneously with data collection. Data that have been analyzed while being 

collected tend to be both illuminating and parsimonious, while data tend to be unfocused, 

overwhelming, and repetitious without ongoing analysis (Merriam, 2009). In case studies, this 

concurrent process is especially important, as the combined volume of data from each source of 



DOES ADVENTURE-BASED TEAM BUILDING PRODUCE CHANGE                              86 

 

data can easily overwhelm the researcher if data analysis occurs only after all the data have been 

collected (Merriam, 2009). Consequently, rudimentary analyses occurred throughout the data 

collection procedure, during which the primary investigator recorded observer comments, 

analytic questions, speculative hunches, and preliminary themes and patterns in memos and field 

notes, and these subsequently guided data collection in an iterative process.  

Data organization. While Yin (2003) describes the importance of maintaining a case 

study database, Patton (2015) recommends that case study researchers maintain a case record, 

and Merriam (2009) emphasizes the importance of creating a case study inventory. Despite the 

dissimilar labels that Merriam (2009), Patton (2015), and Yin (2003) use to describe data 

organization for case study researchers, these leading methodologists agree that a compiling a 

comprehensive, primary resource package that is organized and labeled for ready access is a 

critical prerequisite to data analysis. In line with these suggestions, the large volume of data that 

were collected was compiled into a case study inventory that included all program and site 

observational field notes, transcriptions for three focus groups and ten individual interviews, 

three separate program documents, all reflexivity memos, and all informal data that were 

collected. Further, as Merriam (2009) recommends, one electronic and hard copy of the entire 

data set was set aside from the data set that was used during the analysis process.  

Though rudimentary data analysis occurred throughout the data collection process, 

intensive data analysis began once all of the data were collected and transcribed, in line with 

Merriam’s (2009) assertion that there is “growing attention to analysis in proportion to collection 

as the study progresses” (p. 178). All focus group and individual interviews were recorded on a 

digital voice recorder, and electronically transferred from the recording device to an encrypted 

storage device. Each focus group and individual interview was transcribed verbatim, which 

constituted a major part of the initial rudimentary data analysis process, as it allowed for the 
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generation of insights and hunches regarding the potential themes in the data (Merriam, 2009). 

These initial insights were recorded in reflexivity memos that were kept in the case study 

inventory throughout the transcription process. After all of the focus group and individual 

interviews were transcribed, all of the data that had been collected were organized and 

catalogued into a complete case study inventory. Subsequently, in order to address the first three 

guiding research questions in the present study, the intensive data analysis process began with 

Merriam’s (2009) proposed strategy of inductive data analysis.  

Inductive data analysis. The process of inductive data analysis began with the 

identification of segments in one set of data (e.g., one interview transcript), which Merriam 

(2009) defines as “unit[s] of data which is a potential answer or part of an answer to the 

question(s) you have asked in this study” (p. 176).  This resulted in segments of data of various 

lengths that were responsive to the research questions (Merriam, 2009), and fit Lincoln and 

Guba’s (1985) criteria of being heuristic (i.e., revealing information that is relevant to the study) 

and interpretable (i.e., the smallest piece of information that can stand by itself and be 

understood without any additional information).  

As segments were identified in each data set, notations (i.e., comments, queries) were 

also made for each segment of data, which Merriam (2009) labels as the process of coding. At 

the earliest stage of analysis, an intentional effort to be expansive in identifying any segment of 

data that may potentially be useful to answering the first three research questions was made – a 

process commonly called open coding (Merriam, 2009). After assigning initial codes to each 

segment of data throughout an entire set of data, a strategy of constant comparison was employed 

to compare each code against one another to reveal recurring regularities and subsequently 

grouped codes that seemed to go together in a process that Merriam (2009) calls analytic coding 

(also known as axial coding; Corbin & Strauss, 2015). In total, 2502 segments and 1078 initial 
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codes were identified throughout the data sets, and inductive analyses of each interview 

transcriptions, observation notes, or collected documents resulted in between 35 and 320 

segments, and between 16 and 122 initial codes.  

Once this process was completed for one set of data, the process of open and analytical 

coding outlined above was repeated with the next set of data. The codes and groupings that 

emerged from the analyses of previous data sets were actively considered, in order to determine 

whether they were also present in the current data set (Merriam, 2009). Afterwards, a separate 

list of codes and groupings from the current set of data was made, and it was further compared to 

the list derived from the previous data set. Ultimately, this resulted in the merging of the two into 

a master list of themes from both data sets (Merriam, 2009). This master list represented a 

primitive outline of the recurring patterns and regularities in the data.  

As the process of open and analytical coding continued with each set of data, which 

resulted in a growing master list, categories (i.e., conceptual elements or themes that span many 

individual examples; Merriam, 2009) began to emerge from the recurring patterns and 

regularities in the data. The objective of this process of category construction, which Merriam 

(2009) described as the crux of data analysis, was to identify categories that fully captured the 

recurring patterns that cut across the data. As data analysis continued with each set of data, 

tentative categories underwent continuous revision to better reflect what the data revealed. The 

process of open coding, analytical coding, and category construction was conducted using 

NVivo, which allowed for the storage, sorting, and retrieval of the codes and categories, in 

addition to their corresponding segments.  

As Merriam (2009) discussed, the process of identifying segments of data, assigning 

notations to them (i.e., coding), clustering the segments that seem to go together (i.e., analytical 
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coding), and naming the clusters (i.e., category construction) was highly inductive in nature. 

However, as data analysis proceeded, there was a subtle shift to a deductive mode of analysis.  

Deductive data analysis. As the process of analysis continued for each set of data, a 

growingly deductive mode of thought was utilized in order to confirm whether subsequent data 

and segments supported the tentative themes and categories that emerged. Once the process of 

open and analytical coding was completed for each set of data, another search through the data 

was completed in order to identify additional relevant segments that were relevant to the 

preliminary themes. This process led to some revisions, but made each theme more robust 

(Merriam, 2009). Ultimately, the objective was to create themes and categories that were 

exhaustive (all relevant data should fit into a category), mutually exclusive (units of data should 

only fit into one category), sensitizing (capturing the meaning of the phenomenon), and 

conceptually congruent (same levels of abstraction for categories at the same level; Merriam, 

2009). Furthermore, each theme was named in a way that was congruent with the theoretical 

framework and vocabulary in previous literature, and responsive to the research questions 

(Merriam, 2009). The deductive process of looking for evidence to support the final set of 

themes and categories was continued until a point of saturation was reached, where no further 

insights emerged from examining the data (Merriam, 2009).  

In line with the fourth research question of interest, Lewin’s (1947a) theory of planned 

change was used as an analytical lens throughout the process of data analysis. During the 

deductive process of category construction, it became clear that Lewin’s (1947a) three-step 

model (i.e., unfreezing, moving, refreezing) was a fitting and appropriate classification scheme 

through which the categories could be linked together in a meaningful way that answered the 

research questions of interest. Though Merriam (2009) identifies some dangers of borrowing 

existing classification schemes during data analysis (e.g., it may hinder the generation of new 
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categories), the application of Lewin’s (1947a) theory of planned change as a classification 

scheme is justified because of its compatibility with the purposes of the present study (Merriam, 

2009).  

The process of category construction was also influenced by the study’s guiding research 

questions, as whether the findings were responsive to the research questions was a key 

consideration. Ultimately, the three stages of Lewin’s (1947a) three-step model of change 

emerged as the primary, higher-order categories – sub-categories and themes that were 

responsive to the research questions fell under these main categories (see Table 1).   
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Table 1 

Master List of Themes and Categories  

Categories  Sub-

Categories 

Themes Codes  

Unfreezing Difficult Role Need for Group Sociability Need for fun, Need for honesty, Need for support, Need 

for trust 

 Need for Improved Relationships 

- Existing Relationships 

- Relationship with Coworkers 

- Relationship with Supervisors 

Difficulty maintaining relationships outside of team, 

Need for growth in coworker relationships, Need for 

Coordinator-don relationships, Need for Coordinator-

HR relationship, Need for don-HR relationship 

 Need for Resiliency 

- Need for Challenge by Choice 

framework 

Growing edge, Need for boundaries 

 Need for Speaking Up 

 

Need for coaching, Discomfort in large group meeting, 

Fear of disagreement, Lack of awareness, 

Communication problems time consuming, Too much 

hesitation 

Moving  Interpersonal 

Change 

Reestablished Sociability 

- ‘Loosening Up’ 

- Established Supportiveness 

- Familiarity with Team  

- Trust in Team 

Strengthened Individual Relationships  

- Coworker to Friend 

- Humanizing Supervisors  

Team Uniqueness  

Formal to informal, Fun & humour, Awareness of 

support system, Learning about others, Leaders 

learning about staff, Learning other’s boundaries, 

New perspectives of team, Respect for others, Learning 

role in team, Trust due to revealing vulnerabilities, 

Mutual trust, Connecting with other staff teams, 

Coworker-don relationship, HR-don relationship, 

Humanizing 

Intrapersonal 

Change 

‘Speaking Up’  

- Contributing ideas 

- Disagreeing 

 

 

Contributing ideas in additional challenges, Task 

focus, Sense of urgency, Awareness of own 

boundaries, Boundaries and relationships, Boundaries 

and resilience, Confidence in team, Taking on  
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Challenged Boundaries  

- Outcomes  

Confidence in Self  

Insight (Unfreezing)  

leadership, Collaborative leadership, Inspired, 

Perspective taking, Prioritizing, Setting flexible goals  

Program 

Elements 

Program Characteristics  

- Challenge 

- Change of Atmosphere 

- Encouragement 

- Informal Atmosphere 

- Timing 

Program Components  

- Goal Setting 

- Facilitation  

- Full Program  

Challenge by choice, Experiencing conflict, 

Experiential nature, Few explicit expectations, Having 

different facilitators, Novel experience, Putting words 

into practice, Leader participation, Waiting times, 

Energy, Few expectations, Fun, Humour, Opportunity 

for socialization, Outdoor, Specific timing, Storming, 

Targeting specific outcomes, Debrief, Sequencing, 

Increased physical proximity, Tailored challenges, 

High ropes, Initiatives, Low ropes, Need for longer 

program, Need for more initiatives  

Freezing Continued 

Challenges 

 

Awareness of Challenges 

Conflict Post-Program 

Hesitation, Lack of time, Speaking up, Difficulty 

managing team, Separation post-program, Too close 

Enhanced 

Performance 

 

Applying Insights 

Group Sociability 

Improved Communication 

- Improved decision making 

- Opening up 

Increased Confidence 

- More Speaking Up 

- Taking on Leadership 

Strengthened Relationships 

- Coworker to Friend 

- Humanized Supervisors 

Leadership insights, Perspective taking, Prioritizing, 

Ability to have fun with team, Comfort with team, 

Hanging out, Increased collaboration, Increased 

productivity, Mutual trust, Supportiveness, Asking 

questions, Communication from trust, Giving 

feedback, More blunt, More comfortable, Resilience 

from opening up, Communicating boundaries, 

Coordinator more approachable, Leaders aware of 

staff, Willingness to disagree, Opening up, Humanized 

supervisors, Coordinator-don relationship, HR-don 

relationship, Increased awareness of others, Shared 

memory, Shared humour, Belonging 

Reinforcing 

Existing 

Values 

 

Lack of Explicit Change 

Value of Challenge by Choice 

Value of Team Development 

Valuing Skill Development 

Lack of monetary value, Not most influential but still 

valued, Challenge by choice implicit, Respecting 

different boundaries, Okay not to be okay 
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Towards the end of the process of category construction, a shift towards a speculative 

mode of thinking was made in order to determine how the categories, subcategories, and themes 

could be interrelated and linked together (Merriam, 2009). Visual representations were utilized in 

this process to discover and manipulate the interrelationships between these themes and 

categories (Merriam, 2009). This process resulted in five separate visual representations that 

depicted how themes interacted and were related to one another (i.e., models; Merriam, 2009) – 

three depicted the connection between the themes that fell under the three broad categories (i.e., 

unfreezing, moving, and refreezing; Figures 2, 3 & 5), one depicted the program elements that 

facilitated change (in response to the third guiding research question; Figure 4), and one final 

figure depicted how the three main themes were related (Figure 6).  

In sum, data analysis in this study began as an inductive process, in which codes and 

themes emerged from the data, but ended as a deductive process, when further data was sought to 

support the tentative categories that aligned with the theoretical framework, and addressed the 

research questions of interest in this study (Merriam, 2009). The use of both forms of data 

analysis is in line with the methodology utilized by past researchers whom also sought to 

examine whether existing theoretical frameworks could be applied towards analyzing their set of 

data (Cordle et al., 2016). Specifically, in order to examine whether an existing theory of self-

efficacy development was relevant to their qualitative data, Cordle et al. (2016) similarly began 

their data analysis procedure with inductive coding before moving towards a deductive mode of 

analysis.  

Ultimately, data analysis ended once theoretical saturation occurred, during which 

subsequent data analysis revealed no additional themes and supporting examples that could 

answer the four research questions of interest (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 2009).  Whether 

the final list of categories and themes indeed provide credible answers to the research questions 
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of interest, however, requires a consideration of the trustworthiness strategies that were 

employed, which will be discussed in the following section.  

Data Trustworthiness Strategies 

The credibility of this study’s findings and interpretations depended on the careful 

establishment of trustworthiness strategies throughout the research process (Patton, 2015). In 

interpretivist research, which primarily strives for understanding, the criteria for establishing the 

rigor of a study necessarily differs from that of positivist research (Merriam, 2009). 

Trustworthiness is a term commonly used in interpretivist research to describe the rigor of a 

study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 2015), and was established in the present study using 

multiple strategies presented by Merriam (2009) and Stake (1995).  

A common way of establishing credibility (i.e., whether findings accurately reflect 

participants’ reality) and dependability (i.e., whether results are consistent with the data 

collected), which Lincoln and Guba (1985) describe as two key criteria for trustworthiness, is the 

use of triangulation (Merriam, 2009). Triangulation assumes that because no single method can 

fully capture the phenomenon of interest, multiple methods of data collection must be used to 

ensure the trustworthiness of the interpretations (Patton, 2015). Stake (1995) presents multiple 

forms of triangulation, three of which were employed in this study.  

First, data source triangulation aims to “see if what we are observing and reporting 

carries the same meaning when found under different circumstances” (Stake, 1995, p. 113). The 

use of interview data collected from 22 different participants with diverse perspectives, and from 

follow-up interviews with some of the same participants, inherently allowed this study to achieve 

data source triangulation. Furthermore, the use of multiple methods of data collection (i.e., 

observations, interviews, document reviews) further allowed this study to achieve 

methodological triangulation. Finally, the present study achieved theory triangulation by the 
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choice of seeking reviewers (i.e., committee members) with alternative theoretical viewpoints. 

The interdisciplinary committee for this project will include faculty from different academic 

fields, with diverse epistemological backgrounds.  

Another way of establishing the credibility of this study’s findings and interpretations is 

the use of member checking, which describes the process of soliciting feedback regarding the 

emerging interpretations and findings from participants who were interviewed (Merriam, 2009). 

Merriam (2009) suggests that this strategy prevents the misinterpretation of the data, and 

provides the researcher with suggestions of how the findings can better capture participants’ 

perspectives. Member checking is not without its drawbacks, though, as Stake (1995) suggests 

that the process of getting participants to further contribute their time to the research project can 

be challenging. Nonetheless, he asserts that the process is entirely necessary, and that, “all [of 

his] reports have been improved by member checking” (Stake, 1995, p. 116). Thus, towards the 

end of the data collection and analysis process, all participants were invited to take part in the 

member checking process, and all available feedback from this process were utilized to ensure 

that participants’ perceptions are accurately captured in the results.  

The integrity of this study’s findings can also be enhanced by the use of reflexivity as a 

trustworthy strategy, which describes the researcher’s process of critical reflection regarding the 

self as a research instrument (Merriam, 2009). A reflexive journal was kept throughout the 

research process, detailing the researcher’s assumptions, experiences, and worldviews that 

influence the interpretations, as readers need to “understand how the individual researcher might 

have arrived at the particular interpretation of the data” (Merriam, 2009, p. 219). The reflexive 

journal also included a record of the researcher’s continuous interaction with the data throughout 

the study, including reflections and key decisions that were made regarding the research process. 

This formed a part of the audit trail in this study, which is a complete, detailed running record of 
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the research process (Merriam, 2009). An audit trail is a critical strategy for ensuring the 

dependability of the results, as it clearly illustrates how the researcher got to the final results, 

providing confidence that the findings are the best possible interpretation of the data (Lincoln & 

Guba, 1985).  

Another key component of trustworthiness in qualitative research is Lincoln and Guba’s 

(1985) concept of transferability, which describes the extent to which findings from a study can 

be applied elsewhere. One way to ensure the transferability of this study’s findings was to 

include rich and thick description, which consisted of detailed, descriptive accounts of the 

settings and participants, and quotes from the data to represent the findings (Merriam, 2009). 

Merriam (2009) suggests that rich and thick description are especially critical for transferability 

in case studies, as what we learn from a particular case can only be transferred to subsequent 

situations that share similar characteristics. For the reader to judge whether findings from the 

case represented in this study can be applied to future settings, adequate descriptive data must be 

provided (Merriam, 2009).  

Another key strategy for maximizing the transferability of this study’s results was the use 

of maximum variation sampling, which describes the process of, “purposefully seeking variation 

or diversity in the sample selection to allow for a greater range of application of the findings by 

consumers of the researcher” (Merriam, 2009, p. 229). In the present study, maximum variation 

sampling was used throughout the sampling process, with the objective of selecting a wide range 

of interview respondents that fit the selection criteria. Participants in various roles, including 

Residence Life Dons, Head Residents, Coordinators, and Campus Adventures staff, all took part 

in focus group and individual interviews. The diverse perspectives of the program that these 

participants provided support the transferability of this study’s findings, which may ultimately 

increase the possibility that this study will be impactful for readers in various roles.  
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To conclude, the trustworthiness strategies that were used in this study to ensure its rigor 

included triangulation, member checking, researcher reflexivity, rich and thick description, and 

maximum variation sampling. The decision to employ these strategies was informed by Merriam 

(2009) and Stake’s (1995) fundamental texts on the case study methodology, as with other key 

decisions throughout the research process, including the selection of sampling, data collection, 

and data analysis strategies. The findings that emerged from this research process will be 

outlined in detail in the following chapter. 

  



DOES ADVENTURE-BASED TEAM BUILDING PRODUCE CHANGE?       98 

 

CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS 

The purpose of this chapter is to present an overview of the findings that were derived 

from data analysis. In line with Merriam (2009) and Patton (2015)’s discussion of case study 

reports, a key goal of this chapter is to provide a descriptive and illuminating narrative that 

represents the case in a holistic way. Rich description, which affords the reader the vicarious 

experience of having experienced the phenomenon of interest firsthand, is therefore a central 

element of this chapter, as case study researchers are uniquely positioned to convey vicarious 

experiences (Merriam, 2009). Donmoyer (1990) argues that case study researchers have the 

opportunity to provide readers with access to settings they would not normally have access to, 

and a chance to see something familiar through the researcher’s eyes, and consequently, in new 

ways. Aligned with these assertions, this following chapter will begin with a section that 

provides a descriptive account of the challenge course program of interest.  

The results of the present study, in relation to the research questions that guided it, are 

also presented in this chapter. Although Merriam (2009) does not advocate for a specific 

standard format for reporting qualitative findings, asserting that diversity in data representation 

has characterized qualitative research over the years, she emphasizes that a study’s theoretical 

framework should provide an underlying structure for all aspects of a study. Additionally, Yin 

(2009) argues that representing the data and themes that are pertinent to each research question 

separately provides the reader with the option of only examining answers to the research 

questions of their interest. The organization of this chapter is informed by the assertions of these 

two leading case study scholars.  

In the first section following the case description, themes that revolve around the first 

stage of Lewin’s (1947a) theory of planned change  – unfreezing – are presented and 
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participants’ reports of their readiness for change are described. In the second section in this 

chapter, themes related to the process of change that occurred during the challenge course 

program are presented, in line with Lewin’s (1947a) second stage of change – moving. To 

address this study’s first three guiding research questions, this section is further divided into 

three subsections, including : (a) interpersonal change; (b) intrapersonal change; and (c) program 

elements that facilitated those changes. In the third main section in this chapter, the final stage of 

planned change in Lewin’s (1947a) theory – freezing – is presented themes according to the 

themes that represent the extent to which the changes that occurred during the program were 

stabilized in the weeks following its conclusion. In the fourth and final section of this chapter, 

this study’s fourth guiding research question is addressed, in addition to the extent to which 

Lewin’s (1947a) theory of planned change was effective as a theoretical framework through 

which the process of change that emerged from the program of interest could be understood.  

Within each of the sections in this chapter, the relevant categories and themes that 

emerged from data analysis are presented. Each theme is supported by a mix of what Merriam 

(2009) describes as particular description (i.e., raw data, quotes from interviews or observations), 

general description (i.e., patterns discovered in the data), and interpretive commentary (i.e., 

higher levels of abstraction). Additionally, visual forms of representation (i.e., graphs) are used 

throughout this chapter to provide a “shorthand version of the findings” (Merriam, 2009, p. 252) 

and illuminate the interconnectedness between the themes that emerged from data analysis.  

Case Description  

At the far west end of the university is a newly constructed turf field, with a body of 

trees, which are slowly beginning to turn orange on this cool, autumn day, serving as its 

backdrop. At one corner of this field, behind the 30-foot tall digital scoreboard, is a 

narrow grass path that leads into a facility that is surrounded by a green fence, on which a 
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colourful sign that says “Welcome to Campus Adventures” is attached. As soon as 

participants step into the facility, they are greeted with the sight of a three-sided climbing 

wall to the left of the entrance, in addition to two other high rope structures towards the 

opposite end of the facility. Outside the south end of the facility is a large grass field 

bordered by bushes of tall grass, while trees surround the other sides of the facility. 

Within the wooded area outside of the facility’s east end are five constructed low rope 

elements. As participants are gathered under a pavilion waiting for the program to begin, 

some are examining the high ropes elements, while others are seated and engaged in 

conversation. One participant is on the grass trying to help another complete a backflip. 

 Going through a challenge course program at Campus Adventures has been an annual 

occurrence for Residence Life staff at this university for over 15 years. The challenge course 

program of interest in the present study took place on an autumn day at the challenge course 

described in the above vignette. A total of 79 Residence Life Dons, Head Residents, and 

Coordinators took part in an unrelated training session earlier in the morning and traveled 

towards the challenge course together after having lunch at the campus cafeteria.  

After arriving at the challenge course, Jim, a program manager at Campus Adventures, 

began the program by giving a brief overview of the afternoon. After introducing the six 

facilitators who would be working with the group, participants were divided into separate teams 

for the program based upon the residences in which they worked. According to interviews with 

members of the management team at both Residence Life and Campus Adventures, the decision 

to have participants go through the program in the teams with which they worked regularly was 

made prior to the program, and was distinct from programs of previous years, where teams were 

divided based on the mandatory service committees on which they served (those committees 

became voluntary this year).  
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 After Jim gave the overview of the program, teams separated and facilitators each led 

their team through a 10-minute discussion on the goals that participants wanted to achieve over 

the program. Notably, the facilitators did not include cooperative games and icebreakers – one of 

the four key elements of challenge course programs discussed in the literature (Hunt, 2007) – in 

the program, presumably due to the shortage of time and the fact that participants were already 

familiar and comfortable with one another.  

 The initiatives component of the program followed the goal-setting portion, with the six 

teams completing an average of two to three initiatives on the grass field outside of the challenge 

course over approximately 45 minutes. The initiatives in which teams took part in included the 

Towers of Hanoi, Raging River, Tarp Flip, and Electric Grid (see Appendix F; Campus 

Adventures, 2018a). Teams then began the low ropes activities, which were set up prior to the 

program in the wooded area that separated the university’s turf field and the challenge course 

facility. The low ropes component of the program lasted approximately one hour, and 

participants took part in activities including Whale Watch, Nitro Crossing, Low V, and Tire 

Traverse (see Appendix F, Campus Adventures, 2018b). After completing the low ropes 

activities, participants then moved towards the high ropes component of the program, which 

began with facilitators guiding participants towards properly putting on the necessary climbing 

equipment. All four elements of the facility’s two-level course were set up for participants, in 

addition to one element on the accessibility course and two rock walls on the climbing tower.  

Over the next 90 minutes, participants were given a chance to choose the element upon 

which they wanted to climb (i.e., “free climb”). Numerous informal conversations took place as 

participants waited in line, during which they observed their peers as they traversed across the 

elements. After the high ropes component of the program, participants reassembled under the 
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pavilion for a large group debrief led by Jim. Participants’ energy level and sociability at the end 

of the program was noticeably higher compared to that of the beginning of the program.  

 For the Residence Life staff, the challenge course program took place approximately one 

month following the commencement of their role for the school year. Participants reported that 

they were hired in February and became acquainted with one another during a 2-week staff 

training program that took place approximately two months before the challenge course program. 

Approximately one-third of the staff had been Dons in previous years (i.e., “returners”), while 

the remaining two-thirds of the Dons were new (i.e., “incoming”) staff. High-level managers at 

Residence Life reported that the staff team was larger than that of previous years and that the 

team configurations of the current group were also different, where the teams were generally 

much closer in size. The general hierarchy of the roles at Residence Life included two types of 

Residence Dons (i.e., area and specialty), who were supervised by Head Residents, who were 

subsequently supervised by Residence Life Coordinators and the other members of the Residence 

Life management team. According to participant reports, structured meetings occurred on a 

biweekly basis between the entire Residence Life staff, and weekly between each separate staff 

team. Other regular meetings reportedly occurred regularly between Residence Life staff on 

different tiers of the hierarchy.  

 A characteristic that Head Residents generally identified when asked to describe their 

staff team was diversity, which was a characteristic that was valued because it reflected the 

diversity of the students living in residences. When describing their supervisors, Residence Dons 

articulated that though a hierarchy of roles exists at the Residence Life department, an equal 

playing field characterized its culture, and that supervisors treat staff equally and rarely belittle 

them. Furthermore, several participants also described a highly sociable atmosphere when 

talking about the general culture at Residence Life, where they experienced trust, positivity, and 
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supportiveness. Another value that participants described as being central to the culture at 

Residence Life was relationships, as exemplified by one participant’s assertion during focus 

group interviews that one of the primary responsibilities of Residence Life staff was “building 

relationships with people.” These key elements of the culture at Residence Life were clearly 

reflected in the ways in which participants were ready for change to occur from the program, and 

in the following section an overview of participants’ perceptions regarding this topic is 

presented.    

Unfreezing 

 The first stage of Lewin’s (1947a) proposed three-step theory of change is unfreezing, 

which he described as the process of “[breaking] open the shell of complacency” (p. 229) and 

destabilizing the status quo and old behavioural patterns in a group. Scholars who have built 

upon Lewin’s (1947a) work have described this phase as developing and recognizing a need to 

change (Cummings et al., 2016). In the present study, the majority of participants described their 

role as Residence Life staff as difficult, a theme which emerged during data analysis as 

foundational to their readiness for change, as it created a need for: (a) group sociability, (b) 

improved relationships, (c) resilience, and (d) speaking up.  

Figure 3. Unfreezing (i.e., readiness for change) among Residence Life staff.  
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 Difficult role. Dons, Head Residents, and Coordinators alike discussed the challenging 

nature of the role of RLS within the three focus groups and over five individual interviews. Dons 

and Head Residents described their roles as “24/7 jobs,” in which they live where they work, 

making it difficult to balance different aspects of their lives. As Head Resident Amy shares:  

…You don’t really get the job unless you’ve been in the job, just because it can be a 

whirlwind, and you’re trying to balance your student and academic life, um…you’re 

trying to balance your job requirements, and the relationships you may have with your 

staff team and your students, and then, also, you’re trying to balance your personal life. 

Dons also discussed the challenges of needing to be consistently available to support 

students throughout the week. Though they did not describe this job requirement as something 

that they disliked or dreaded, challenges discussed included compassion fatigue, feeling as if 

they are living under a microscope, and a sense that they were unable to get away from work 

were discussed. In a focus group interview, John, a returning Don, shared that:  

It can be the middle of the afternoon, I’m not even on rounds, like…and stuff like that, 

you literally just get a message from your student, “Hey, can we talk?” And all of a 

sudden, okay, like, you’re back working again. With all other jobs, it’s like, you knew 

two weeks in advance or whatnot, like, when you’re working [and] you were able to plan 

around that. You can’t plan around student emergencies. So, for me it’s just a different 

way of approaching the role…like, it is nice sometimes, because you really feel like 

you’re very, very invested in your students, um, but it can also be physically, 

emotionally, mentally, just draining if you don’t get away from it sometimes, because 

you always feel like you need to be ready for something… 
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The often-difficult requirements of the role of RLS created among participants a set of 

needs that was ultimately linked to their readiness for change prior to the program, the first of 

which is a need for group sociability.  

Need for group sociability. In light of the challenging nature of the role of RLS, 

participants often discussed the mechanisms and outlets that they used to cope with the difficult 

aspects of their job. One of the most significant themes that emerged from these discussions was 

a need for sociability between staff. When asked why group sociability was important in their 

job, Kyle, a Head Resident, shared:  

In this job, if you get called at 2:00 AM, I don't think anyone is going to be able to put on 

a mask at 2:00 AM because they're tired, and they just want to get the situation over with. 

So if you come out and you're a completely different person to the staff member than you 

are in meeting settings, when you're this, kind of, fake, disingenuine...um, then that's 

going to come out, and that's going to produce some tensions. So by producing this 

sociability, you're breaking down those, kind of, fake walls that a lot of people will build 

up, especially when they join a new team.  

 Kyle further elaborated on the importance of having genuine interactions, finding 

common ground, and enjoying working together with fellow staff, ultimately concluding that 

sociability is critical to his team’s effectiveness because “no team is successful walking on 

eggshells…[without] any genuine team interaction.” Other members of RLS similarly 

recognized the need for sociability among RLS, with group sociability and cohesiveness listed 

during the goal setting portion of the program for three of the six participating groups. 

Additionally, Kerry, a Residence Life Coordinator, shared during her interview that building 

sociability among RLS was an outcome that the Residence Life management team intentionally 

desired from the program. Members of the Campus Adventures team who were interviewed, 
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including a manager and a program facilitator, similarly recognized that cultivating sociability 

was a key goal among the RLS participants.  

 Participants also revealed other key elements of group sociability that were needed within 

the RLS team, including trust, a sense of supportiveness, and the ability to have fun together. 

Building trust was a popular topic of discussion during the goal-setting component of the 

program; four of the six participant teams listed building trust as a program goal. A related 

characteristic – a sense of supportiveness – emerged during interviews as a characteristic that 

participants felt the team needed to be further developed, as RLS often deal with difficult 

situations as part of their job and value the sense that they are “not in it alone.” Additionally, 

participants described the need to have fun together as another element of group sociability 

critical among RLS, identifying it as being a beneficial “stress reliever.” Altogether, these minor 

sub-themes reveal a significant need among RLS for the development of group sociability; 

which, through the lens of Lewin’s theoretical framework, is a part of their group dynamic that 

was “unfrozen” and was ready for change.  

 Need for relationship development. Another element of the group dynamic that 

participants recognized as needing to be further developed was the individual relationships that 

they had with their coworkers and supervisors. Though participants had begun to build 

relationships with their fellow RLS during the 2-week training, prior to the commencement of 

their role, they revealed that the strength of those relationships varied based on where they lived 

and worked. Participants reported stronger relationships with those RLS with whom they worked 

directly and who they lived close by, as Steph shared:  

We come here two weeks early and we get the opportunity to build those basic 

relationships with one another over those two weeks… Before Sunday, um…it was me 

having, a basic [relationship] with everyone, but really strong with my staff team. So like, 
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my eight people, like, super strong, because we see each other at least twice a week 

formally, but we also, like, hang out more than that, and so then…um, before that it was 

more like, everybody (gestures a large circle) and then…my people (gestures a smaller 

circle)… 

Participants within all three focus groups and three individual interviews discussed the 

challenges of maintaining relationships with fellow RLS who work in residences that were 

geographically further and the subsequent need to strengthen those relationships. Participants 

identified several barriers that kept them from being able to build relationships with fellow RLS 

who were not a part of their immediate team, including having little time to socialize during 

training, lacking opportunities to do so during the school year, and struggling to find time to do 

so with the demands of work and academics. Returning Don John describes the following 

challenges:  

Yeah, for us we only ever come together once every two weeks [as] great[er] RLS for one 

large meeting, and most of that is…you’re not really socializing, it’s more of…general 

information distribution. And so, it’s tough to build really strong relationships after we’ve 

all left our initial training before school starts, just because like that’s a lot of time 

investment, and sometimes it can be very difficult just with how busy we are.  

In addition to the need for relationship building among the larger RLS team, participants also 

elaborated on the two specific kinds of relationships that were fundamental to their experience as 

RLS: (a) their relationships with their coworkers; and (b) their relationships with their 

supervisors.  

Need for relationship development with coworkers. According to Dons, Head Residents, 

and Coordinators, the often-challenging demands of the role of RLS created a need for them to 
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cultivate relationships specifically with their colleagues. Bob, a Head Resident, describes the 

importance of strengthening those relationships in the following quote:  

I think that one of the reasons it’s important to have strong relationships with the people 

we’re working with is because we’ll see them far more frequently than any off-campus 

friends, or even family, or anything like that. So, just having this group that we can talk to 

about any concerns that we have, and know that they’re…they can be very well going 

through the same thing or have similar struggles with their community, um…you can just 

be there for each other, and it’s this mindset where, like… “I’m not in it alone.” 

 In addition to Dons and Head Residents, Kerry, a Residence Life Coordinator, also 

recognized the necessity of these relationships among RLS, and explained:  

 It's kind of a necessity because they live and work together. And so, if you don't have that 

kind of a relationship, it gets real hard real quick, um, in order to feel supported, in order 

to feel like you have people to go to. Um, it's hard to understand what a Don does and 

what a Don goes through unless you've been one, so...you tell them that in September, 

they're like, "Oh no, like, my off-campus friends will totally understand." And then it hits 

October and they're like, "I can't talk to my off-campus friends about anything.” 

 Additionally, Kerry explains that the relationships that Dons have with their coworkers 

are critical because they allow them to challenge each other, learn from one another, and help 

each other grow. Evidently, being in a role that involves “living where you work” creates a 

unique need to cultivate positive relationships with coworkers.  

 Need for relationship development with supervisors. Participants also described a need 

for change in the context of Don and supervisor relationships; specifically, the relationship 

between Dons and their Head Residents, and between Dons and Coordinators. Participants 

shared that in most residences, Dons live in the same building as their Head Residents, which 
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created a need for both Dons and Head Residents to develop positive relationships with one 

another. Amy, a Head Resident in Field House, shared the challenges of the relationships 

between Head Residents and Dons in the following excerpt:  

So, I am currently living with two of my staff members, which also creates a different, 

and kind of awkward dynamic sometimes, because there would be times where my house 

mates and my staff members were just sitting in the living room watching TLC Say Yes 

to the Dress, and like, it’s a really chill time. But then, there’s also times where I’m like, 

“I need to pull one of you into a meeting, and we need to have a conversation about your 

staff stuff…we need to talk about how, like, your programming requirements, we need to 

talk about how you handled this situation with a student,” and…then we have to go back 

to having that sort of relationship, where like… “Are things okay? Are things not okay?” 

 Participants also identified the relationships between Dons and Coordinators as requiring 

positive change. Unlike Head Residents, Residence Life Coordinators are “professional staff” as 

opposed to “student staff” and “work the nine to five.” Kyle, a Head Resident, describes the 

following challenge in the relationships between Dons and Coordinators:   

You heard right away where Naomi said she…didn't want to go to HR with like 

everything. Now, take that a step higher, whereas, like…most like…I remember as an 

incomer, I didn't want go anywhere near the Coordinators to start…just because I didn’t 

want to bother them. 

 Nonetheless, the relationships between Dons and Coordinators were described as highly 

important, as Coordinator Kerry explained:  

 So sometimes the Dons have perspectives or have insight that I...won't see, right? 

Because...if a Head Resident's doing something, and they think it’s right, or they know 

it's wrong…likelihood they [the Head Residents] are going to tell me is low. Right? Um, 
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so sometimes a Don will be like, "Hey, this happened and this feels weird." And I'm like, 

"Wow, that wasn't supposed to happen. Great. Thank you." Um, so that relationship is 

also important. Also, if they have conflict with their Head Resident, um, to be able to 

come up to someone and be like, "Hey, like, this is what's going on…” 

 Ultimately, the tension between the importance of the Don-Coordinator relationship and 

the difficulty of establishing and developing those relationships led to a clear readiness for 

change in this specific area of the RLS group dynamic. As with the relationships between Dons 

and Head Residents, participants’ responses during interviews provided ample evidence that 

there was a readiness for those relationships to be elevated to another level prior to the program.  

 Need for resilience. Two themes that emerged frequently throughout the interview 

process when participants were asked to describe the norms at RLS were the ideas of challenge 

by choice and the related concept of the growing edge. When asked to articulate why she felt 

these themes were discussed so frequently among the RLS who were interviewed, Residence 

Life Coordinator Kerry revealed an underlying need for resiliency among RLS, suggesting:  

 Even since I [was] a student staff…I've definitely...noticed a difference in the resiliency 

of staff, and what it looks like to be challenged. And so I think a lot of what I've noticed 

is that there's less...willingness to do something knowing that there's a possibility you 

could fail at it. So students and student staff set themselves up to… "I'm going to do this 

job because I think I'd be really good at it," not "I want to do this job because I think I'll 

grow, and I think it'll challenge me." And then they get into it and…there's a lot of 

aspects that are really hard, and even the shining stars of staff…there are aspects that they 

struggle with, and [where] there's…room for growth…so there had to be a change in how 

we have conversations about..."I need you to not quit when something's hard." 



DOES ADVENTURE-BASED TEAM BUILDING PRODUCE CHANGE?         111 

 

 Kerry then continued to share that RLS often need to deal with difficult situations with 

their students that may be emotionally overwhelming. In order to prepare students to deal with 

those scenarios, the Residence Life management team prepared a training module during the 

initial 2-week training for incoming Dons that simulated certain challenging situations. Kerry 

revealed that during these simulations, Dons are sometimes emotionally overwhelmed and need 

to leave the room. This is one of the situations where the challenge by choice and growing edge 

concepts are employed to encourage Dons to learn to cope with the discomfort. For Kerry, these 

concepts helped Coordinators articulate to RLS the notion that while they cannot force their staff 

to do something to which they are otherwise unwilling, there is a need for the staff to challenge 

their boundaries in order to grow in their capacity to take on the responsibilities of being a Don.  

 These concepts have similarly resonated among the RLS, and the need for resiliency has 

subsequently produced a readiness among Dons and Head Residents alike to increase the extent 

to which the concepts of challenge by choice and growing edge are practiced and applied. The 

objective to challenge oneself and to stay on the growing edge was established as a main goal 

among four of the six teams during the goal setting portion of the program. Though the literature 

often uses the term challenge zone to capture this concept, this philosophy is called the growing 

edge among RLS and was introduced as a foundational philosophy during their initial 2-week 

training, as Cate, a returning Don, describes:  

 So, the way [our Residence Life manager] facilitates it is…you make a sphere. 

Everything in the sphere is you, and everything outside of the sphere is not you. And 

throughout your time on the RLS…keeping yourself…on that edge of, like, you get to be 

the gatekeeper of everything that’s not you, and everything that is you. 

 The above description also captures the related concept of challenge by choice, which is 

more often discussed as respecting boundaries among the RLS who were interviewed. Liz, a 
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returning Don, described the importance of respecting individuals’ right to choose when to 

challenge their boundaries, stating:  

We talk about living on your growing edge...always trying to push yourself to be at that 

point where you're not uncomfortable, but that you think that you're learning and you 

think that you're growing as a person, but also understanding that if there's an emotional 

or physical boundary that you would like to set up, that you should feel no obligations to 

knock it down today, that you are not here to fully change yourself, but just to push 

yourself to a point where you think that you're learning…and growing.  

 Altogether, participants’ responses suggested that the often-challenging nature of the role 

of RLS leads to a need for cultivating resilience among the staff. In response to this need, the 

Residence Life management team established the philosophical concepts of challenge by choice 

(i.e., respecting boundaries) and growing edge (i.e., challenge zone) to promote their team 

members’ resilience. Consequently, participants expressed a clear readiness to further increase 

the extent to which they implemented and applied these concepts as RLS.  

 Need for improved communication. Another context within which RLS expressed a 

readiness for change was within the realm of communication; specifically, the extent to which 

Dons openly shared their opinions during group discussions. Some staff teams were found to 

have a more pronounced issue regarding their hesitation when speaking within a group setting 

than other staff teams, as some Head Residents described this as a group-wide issue for specific 

Dons while others described this as a minor issue. Harry, a Head Resident, elaborated on the 

extent of this issue within his team:   

 …people are silent. Like, people do not want to talk. Yeah, I have a couple of my 

returning staff members that...were on staff last year that... they'll try, like, [to] give their 

ideas, they'll ask other people, and are like “Okay, I feel like I've talked…does anyone 
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else have anything they want to say before I share my piece?” Like, they are very good 

about it. It's not like their voices are...like, filling the space, and people are just 

intimidated by them. It's just…my incomers do not want to speak. 

Harry speculated that this issue was a result of “introverted personalities” among 

incoming staff combined with a lack of confidence. The hesitation that the incoming staff on his 

team had regarding speaking up and sharing their opinions also manifested into a fear of 

incurring disagreement during group discussions, where “[when] someone throws in an idea, 

there’s never a second idea that’s put in.” Furthermore, Harry revealed that this was a problem 

that adversely impacted their team’s productivity, as it took their team more time than others to 

brainstorm ideas and establish plans. Though this was not an issue that was explicitly discussed 

among the team prior to the challenge course program, Harry shared that “they at least knew that 

there was…something that needed to be worked on in [that] category…some level of self-

awareness, it just hadn’t gotten brought up.” Tim, the facilitator who worked with Harry’s team 

during the program, shared this observation of a moment when a readiness for change surfaced:  

So, um, what a lot of what we talked about was speaking up, because during the goal 

setting section of it, it was a little bit of pulling teeth to get some answers on what people 

want to get out of the program for themselves…a lot of what they wanted to work on was 

getting out of that shell, and not being afraid to speak up with their own ideas….[and for] 

this specific group of individuals...it was a little more difficult. And from the sounds of it, 

that was what the Head Resident wanted to work on as well. That was...he, he was the 

one who initially brought that up, and everyone thought, "Oh yeah, that's a great idea."   

 Improved communication was, in fact, one of the most consistent topics that all teams 

discussed and recorded during the goal-setting portion of the program, and Campus Adventures 

staff similarly recognized the unfreezing that occurred among their participants in the context of 
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communication. Altogether, in addition to communication, participants also reported that 

unfreezing occurred in the contexts of group sociability, coworker and supervisor relationships, 

and in their application of challenge by choice and growing edge philosophies. The following 

section will outline the ways in which this unfreezing led to moving during the program.  

Moving 

 In the framework of Lewin’s (1947a) three-step theory of planned change, moving 

describes the second phase of change that follows unfreezing. Lewin (1947a) conceptualizes this 

phase as the process through which a present level of group performance moves to a new and 

desired level. In the context of the present case study, this phase captures the process of change 

that occurred among RLS during the challenge course program. In line with the research 

questions that guided this study, the themes that were relevant to this phase of change were 

divided into two categories: interpersonal (i.e., group-level) and intrapersonal (i.e., individual-

level) change.  

 The following section will begin by describing participants’ reports of the interpersonal 

changes that occurred during the program, which includes the reestablishment of sociability and 

strengthening of relationships. Subsequently, the intrapersonal changes that participants also 

reported will be outlined, which include: (a) participants beginning to “speak up”, (b) increased 

self-confidence, (c) the challenging of boundaries, and (d) insights that occurred to participants 

during the program (see Figure 4 below). 
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Figure 4. The second phase of planned change that occurred among RLS – moving.   

 Interpersonal change. Participants’ reports of change that occurred on an interpersonal 

level mainly fit under two categories: (a) reestablishing sociability, and (b) strengthening 

relationships. These two elements of interpersonal change reinforced one another, as increased 

sociability within the group set the stage for relationships to be strengthened, and vice versa. The 

reestablishment of sociability that occurred during the program can be looked at in four ways 

based on participants’ responses: (a) participants “loosening up”, (b) the increasing level of 

familiarity between team members, (c) supportiveness being established as a group norm, and (d) 

developing trust among team members. Additionally, in line with the two main categories of 

U
N

F
R

E
E

Z
IN

G

MOVING
(Interpersonal)

Reestablished 
Sociability

Loosening Up 

Increasing Familiarity 

Establishing 
Supportiveness

Developing Trust

Strengthened 
Relationships

Coworker to Friend

Humanized 
Supervisors

MOVING  
(Intrapersonal) 

Speaking Up

Contributing Ideas

Disagreeing

Increased 
Confidence 

Challenged 
Boundaries 

Insights



DOES ADVENTURE-BASED TEAM BUILDING PRODUCE CHANGE?       116 

 

relationships that participants described as being ripe for change under the category of 

unfreezing, there were two categories of relationships that indeed experienced change during the 

program: (a) Dons’ relationships with their peers (or coworkers), and (b) Don’s relationships 

with their supervisors (i.e., Head Residents and Coordinators).  

 Reestablished sociability. The reestablishment of a sociable team dynamic among RLS 

during the challenge course program was among the most commonly-reported themes during 

focus groups and individual interviews. Participants across all three focus group interviews and 

seven of the ten individual interviews explicitly discussed a change in the social atmosphere. For 

example, when asked to describe whether or not he noticed a difference in his team following the 

program, Joe, a returning Don, said the following in the first focus group interview:  

 For me personally, I found quite a bit of difference in terms of, take, my own personal 

team dynamic. Uh, I’m finding that there’s a little bit more of a social aspect now present 

than the staff than before. Before, we would just rely on one another on just, like, the 

roles of the job. However, after doing all of the activities over at the ropes course and 

such the other day, it seems like we’re a little bit more of a social staff… 

 When asked to further clarify how the change in the social atmosphere among their teams 

emerged during the program, participants explained that bringing the entire RLS team together 

again approximately one month into their roles gave them a chance to reestablish the sociability 

that was initiated during their 2-week staff training. Tina, an incoming Don, elaborates:  

I think it was a really good experience, um, just to, kind of, bring the team back together 

again…and just, re-visiting our group dynamic that we…that we learned from those two 

weeks of training, and coming back to that, and…having that interaction with the RLS, 

having that day to come back, and just experience an experience all together…kind of 

helped bring back that group dynamic again that we kind of miss sometimes. 
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 Participants also discussed four other processes of change that occurred during the 

program that fit under the category of reestablishing sociability, the first of which is the process 

of participants “loosening up” with one another.  

 Loosening up. Participants reported valuing the opportunity to “cut loose” during the 

program with their coworkers, especially in a role that can often be stressful. Tim, a Campus 

Adventures facilitator that took part in a one-on-one interview, used the term “loosening up” to 

describe the process of change that he observed in the team that he was working with, as 

participants began to talk to and make jokes with one another more as the day progressed. 

Participants reported experiencing this as well and described the social atmosphere as changing 

from one that was formal and professional to one that was more informal and social, in which 

they were able to have fun and laugh with one another. Lisa, a returning Don, describes her 

experience of “loosening up” with her team during the low rope activities:  

I would say, I always found myself that I always had a, sort of, like mask on or some type 

of front up, when I was working with staff members and stuff. And then, when we got 

into one of those low rope activities, and I just couldn’t control myself, and my laugh was 

coming out of…no one’s heard of this before…but once I broke out of that…like, “I have 

to be professional!”, and that I can just be myself…not be myself, but like…when we got 

to that position, where I just, was the silliest I have probably ever been…um, it helped me 

just, like, “Well I’ve already looked like an idiot in front of them, like, I can always be 

like that…like I can have my fun with the staff members and stuff.” 

In line with Lisa’s reports, an interesting observation that was made during the program 

was of participants beginning to sing songs with one another during the initiative activities – a 

group behaviour that continued throughout the day. Several participants recalled this experience 

during interviews and considered it to be a valuable part of the shift from a formal group 
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dynamic to a fun and informal one. Similarly, participants reported a sense of humour that began 

to emerge during the program, with one Head Resident sharing that it “was the first time I've 

seen that in our meeting settings, which I was a fan of.”  

Familiarity with team. Another significant sociability-related theme that participants 

discussed as changing during the program was their familiarity with their fellow RLS. When 

asked to describe the value of the challenge course program, Liz, a returning Don, shared:  

 I think the value for me was…finding a level of comfortability with the people on the 

staff, and familiarizing myself with people's personalities and decision making skills. I 

think…if I were to put it in one sentence. 

 Liz’ comment was not unique among respondents. In fact, the observation that members 

of the RLS team became more familiar with one another throughout the program was mentioned 

in three other interviews and two of the focus group. One of the most persistent topics that was 

discussed among participants during focus groups was becoming increasingly familiar with their 

fellow team members’ boundaries during the program. One participant shared during a focus 

group that conversations regarding what they were comfortable or uncomfortable with within the 

context of the program (e.g., heights) led to further discussions regarding their boundaries 

outside of the program (e.g., physical touch). The researcher also observed a similar conversation 

occurring between a Residence Life Coordinator and a returning Don during the high ropes 

portion of the program. In addition to boundaries, incoming Don Tina described her experience 

of becoming more familiar with others’ strengths and weaknesses throughout the course of the 

program, which helped her become more aware of the role that she played in her team.   

 Head Residents also reported becoming more familiar with their team members’ 

tendencies, which then impacted the way they managed their team. Head Resident Mike 

discussed the process of learning about how his team responds to stress in the following excerpt:  
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For me, being in a different kind of role in RLS…I think that I don’t get a lot of 

opportunity to...because I respond to multiple different buildings, rather than just my own 

staff…for me, getting to see how someone…responds to stress, in the situation of ropes 

courses and everything, gives me a good idea of how they might respond to stressful 

situations on the job, like on rounds or something. 

 Establishing supportiveness. In addition to becoming more familiar with their fellow 

team member’s traits, participants also reported becoming more familiar with the support system 

that they had within Residence Life. Furthermore, supportiveness became established as a key 

element within the RLS social dynamic throughout the program. In five of the interviews and 

one of the focus groups, participants shared examples of moments during the program where 

experiencing a sense of support from their fellow team members made them feel like they were 

“a part of the team.” Furthermore, Head Resident Kyle shares his observation of a moment when 

sociability translated into supportiveness for the first time in his group in the following excerpt:  

I think what I liked about it a lot was we...still...I got to watch them finally pull in 

that...the social relationships they built, and use them in that day. That was the first time I 

actively noticed, like, the friends that had been made, like, let's say if they were to pair off 

into, like, groups of two, um, those folks were using each other as supports, and as help, 

as guidance throughout the day, which was the first time I've seen that happen. 

  Developing trust. Another key element of the RLS social dynamic that was cultivated 

during the challenge course program was trust, as exemplified by comment made by returning 

Don Joe during a focus group interview:  

I personally also found that the activities helped to really develop my belief and my trust 

in the folks that I’m working alongside with. Like, for example, the first activity that we 

started off with was like, you had to carry this tennis ball from one spot to another with 
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your eyes closed and just relying on one individual to direct the rest of the team. And 

that’s putting a lot of faith into one person. However, if you’re able to do that, it’s a lot 

easier to also open up to another individual if you’re personally struggling in other 

facets…not just your job, but also your own personal life.  

 Other participants remarked that their increased ability to trust fellow RLS was, in fact, 

rooted in the vulnerability that the low and high rope activities in the program revealed. In the 

words of one participant, “because they’ve seen you at one of…your more vulnerable 

spots…you know you can trust those people more.” However, the cultivation of trust among 

RLS throughout the program was not solely restricted to the trust that participants felt for others 

– participants also reported that their perceptions of their fellow team members’ trust in them 

changed over the course of the program. According to Kris, an incoming Don, his feeling as if 

returning staff trusted him enough to value his opinions, thoughts, and ideas led to a host of other 

intrapersonal changes that he experienced, including beginning to speak up, growth in his self-

confidence, and willingness to challenge his boundaries. The intrapersonal changes that this 

mutual trust between returning and incoming staff facilitated will be further elaborated upon in 

the coming sections; however, the following will address the second main category of 

interpersonal changes that emerged during the program – the strengthening of relationships.  

 Strengthened individual relationships. In addition to the reestablishment of a sociable 

group dynamic among RLS (i.e., informality, familiarity, supportiveness, and trust), another key 

element of interpersonal change that occurred among RLS participants during the challenge 

course program was the strengthening of relationships. Specific relationships that were cultivated 

among RLS during the program were discussed in all three focus group interviews, and in seven 

of the ten individual interviews. Participants’ reports of strengthened relationships largely fell 

into two distinct categories, including : (a) peer relationships, where participants reported that 
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their coworkers became their friends, and (b) supervisor relationships, where participants 

reported that their supervisors were “humanized” as a result of the program.  

 Coworkers to friends. One of the clearest examples of moving that occurred during the 

challenge course program was within the context of participants’ relationships with their peers. 

In line with Lewin’s (1947a) perspective of change as an elevation “from the present level to a 

desired one” (p. 224), incoming Don Kris reports that the program “elevate[d] the relationships 

[he] had with [his] staff team…other staff teams and other members of RLS.” Specifically, 

participants reported that their relationships with their peers moved from being professional and 

work-oriented to personal and friendly. This change is best exemplified in the friendship between 

Laura and Naomi, two incoming Dons who took part in a focus group together:  

LAURA: I actually think that day, like…it sounds like cheesy and stuff, but like we 

actually have become closer since that day because, like, a week later we went for ice 

cream together, and then, like, I was at her house and…like, it’s… 

NAOMI: She brought me a cupcake! (laughs)  

LAURA: Yeah! Yeah! Exactly! (laughs) Yeah, like, I guess it was…I didn't really think 

about it, just like “Oh, Naomi and I had gotten closer, but I guess…like when you go 

back, that was… 

NAOMI: …that day. (smiles and nods while looking at Laura)  

 Naomi and Laura are incoming Dons who work in the same residence but live in 

separate, though neighbouring, sections of the residence. They shared that up until the challenge 

course program, they had not yet had a chance to go on rounds (a key part of the RLS role where 

Dons survey the premises of their residence) together, and shared a strictly formal relationship 

that was “all business” that included little contact outside of work. After the program, Naomi and 
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Laura described that their professional relationship became a genuine friendship in which they 

spent their free time together to “[get] ice cream…watch movies, and go out.”  

 In the same focus group interview, when respondents were asked to describe how they 

believed relationships developed during the program, Harry and Kyle, two Head Residents, 

shared that they noticed relationships being initiated when participants were waiting in line 

during the high ropes portion of the program. Laura and Naomi confirmed that their friendship 

began to develop during this part of the program as well, explaining:   

LAURA: …we just ended up, kind of, like, following each other around. And like… 

NAOMI: We also both hate waiting in line… (Naomi and Laura both laugh)  

LAURA: So we were like chasing whichever spot had no lines, like, the whole day, 

which…like, we still had to wait, and then that's when we, like, talked to each other…  

NAOMI: The high ropes is when we talked the most and connected the most because we 

both wanted to do stuff…we didn't want to sit there and wait. So we were, like, “Oh let's 

go do this, and then let's go do this!” And then we encouraged each other, like, while 

you're on the thing, because you obviously both are climbing at the same time if you're 

waiting for the same activity…yeah, the most bonding happened during the high ropes.  

 In addition to the friendship that emerged between Laura and Naomi during the program, 

Theresa, another incoming Don, also reported that her friendship with the Don of Activities in 

her residence moved from being job-oriented to informal and personal during the program. It had 

also made it easier for her to initiate spending time outside of work with her returning Dons.  

 Finally, participants reported that their relationships with Dons from different residences 

were elevated to another level during the program. For example, incoming Don Kris listed 

several RLS Dons and Head Residents living in other residences with whom he cultivated a 

friendship during the program. He described how these relationships changed in this excerpt:  
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We spent basically the entire day together, and it's just like getting to know them all over 

again, and building your relationship in a way that...it wasn't before, and just making it 

stronger and better and, just…trusting...being comfortable around each other, knowing 

that you can support each other, sort of like that. So it's like...meeting someone you've 

known for a while again, and just elevating your relationship further than it was before. 

Humanizing supervisors. Dons’ relationships with their supervisors (i.e., Head Residents 

and Coordinators) were another context within which moving occurred during the challenge 

course program. Specifically, participants reported across all three focus group interviews and 

within six of the individual interviews that supervisors became more “humanized” in the eyes of 

Dons over the course of the program. Incoming Don Kris also discussed the shift in his 

relationships with his supervisors during his interview, explaining:  

[I thought] the returners, the Head Residents, and the Residence Life Coordinators were 

all these...perfect people on the job who pretty much had everything down, and were 

just...I don't know...people who could do no wrong in the job. [The program] helped me 

realize that they are also human, and just sort of...gave me more comfortability with that. 

In an earlier focus group interview, John, a returning staff, and Amy, a Head Resident, 

reflected on their experiences as incoming Dons, and shared that as first year Dons, they held the 

same unrealistic view of their Coordinators that Kris discussed above. Additionally, they also 

claimed that their experiences as incoming Dons in the challenge course program of past years 

similarly “humanized” their supervisors, which made them less intimidating.  

Amy’s role as a Head Resident in the present program gave her a chance to witness this 

change from an opposite perspective. She shared that as a result of her participation during the 

program, during which she worked with her staff on a peer-to-peer level, one of the staff 
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members on her team that rarely communicated their needs in the past reached out and asked her 

for support – a change that she described as being highly valuable. 

The relationship between Dons and Residence Life Coordinators was another context 

within which participants reported valuable changes. In fact, the change that occurred 

specifically in the Don-Coordinator relationships was another one of the most consistent themes 

that emerged from the interviews, with participants sharing that the program “humanized” their 

Resident Life Coordinator in two focus groups and four individual interviews. Head resident 

Kyle provided some key contextual information that underscored the significance of this change, 

sharing that because Residence Life Coordinators are “professional staff”, incoming Dons are 

usually extremely hesitant to reach out to them. However, due to the Coordinators’ participation, 

the program gave Dons a chance to begin building social relationships with them. Head Resident 

Harry recalled the following moment that occurred during the high ropes portion of the program: 

When Kerry was climbing the rock wall…she…didn't know how to land, so she wiped 

out on the ground…when she was coming back down…her feet buckled, and…there 

were incomers who I don't know if they've ever spoken to her before…helping her off. 

They were laughing with her, talking to her about it, then she was explaining to them, 

“don't basically do what I just did because it kind of hurt.” But…it did help connect 

people that I don’t know if they've ever spoken to her before. Even returners that I don't 

think have spoken to her much before were now talking to her, and laughing with her… 

 Interestingly, Kerry also participated in an interview and provided her perspective, 

sharing that she was aware that her participation in the program made her more “human” in the 

eyes of the Dons, and that she was intentional about connecting with them in an informal way. 

Furthermore, Kerry pointed out that simply having had a chance to share those informal 

experiences with the Dons became a starting point for conversations following the program. In 



DOES ADVENTURE-BASED TEAM BUILDING PRODUCE CHANGE?         125 

 

line with Kerry’s assertions, multiple Dons did, in fact, report that the experience made it easier 

for them to initiate conversations with their Coordinators following the program.  

 Though the vast majority of participants who discussed their relationships with their 

Coordinators during interviews described positive changes that emerged from the program, some 

respondents also described a lack of change in those relationships. For example, when asked 

about her relationship with the Coordinators, incoming staff Theresa shared that she was still 

hesitant around the Residence Life Coordinators following the program. Nonetheless, the 

majority of respondents described clear, positive changes between Dons and their supervisors as 

a result of the program, in addition to an “elevation” in the Dons’ relationships with their peers 

from coworkers to friends. Moving on from interpersonal changes, in the following section, the 

intrapersonal changes that emerged among RLS during the program are discussed.  

 Intrapersonal change. Participants’ reports of intrapersonal (i.e., individual-level) 

change that occurred during the program were categorized into four main themes, including: (a) 

improved communication (i.e., “speaking up”); (b) improved confidence; (c) challenged 

boundaries; and (d) novel insight that emerged during the program. Notably, the final element of 

this category differs from the other elements in that the insights that participants uncovered 

during the program would better fit under the category of unfreezing, because these insights 

prompted a realization among respondents that change was needed. Nonetheless, because this 

process occurred during the challenge course program, it is discussed as an element of 

intrapersonal change. The elements uncovered will next be discussed.  

 Speaking up. Participants reported improved communication, where they began to 

“speak up” during the program; this element was the most frequently discussed form of 

intrapersonal change that occurred during the program. Participants discussed this theme in two 

focus group and four individual interviews. The majority of these discussions revolved around 
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examples of instances during the program when participants who rarely contributed ideas in the 

past began doing so during the initiative activities. Most notably, Head Resident Harry revealed 

that his team had been struggling with having incoming staff contribute ideas prior to the 

program, as discussed earlier as a form of unfreezing that created a readiness for change. Indeed, 

the unfreezing led to notable changes that occurred during the program, as Harry recalls:  

 People that, yeah, never talked, and had just started talking that previous one with the 

disks and the pylons [an initiative activity called Towers of Hanoi]...now were actually 

willing to contribute to the conversation, which is very...like, was not something that 

even remotely happened in, like, the two months, probably month and a half of me 

working with them previously. So that was really nice. It was very different.  

When asked to further recall how this process of change unfolded, Harry shared that their 

usual challenges with communicating were reflected in how they worked through the first 

initiative with which they were presented, where participants each worked on the challenge 

separately. However, change seemed to occur during the next initiative (i.e., Towers of Hanoi).  

Specifically, those within his group who had previously struggled with speaking up began 

to contribute their ideas during this activity. This change was a result of a choice that the 

facilitator working with his group, Tim, had made to add a supplementary challenge to the 

initiative, where two participants who usually dominated conversations were not permitted to 

talk. Harry shared that this facilitation choice, “forced the group to get over [this issue] a little bit 

more,” where participants who “hadn’t said anything…were starting to contribute a little bit 

more.”  Though Harry still did not consider his group to be hugely effective at communication 

by the end of the program, he considered this moment to be a “huge breakthrough” for them. 

Furthermore, Harry suggested that the opportunity to witness how difficult it was for this change 

to occur gave him a chance to understand the depth of the issue and the extent to which 
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participants struggled with feeling comfortable enough to “speak up.” Other Head Residents who 

were interviewed, such as Mike, reported similar instances during the initiative activities where 

participants who had previously struggled to share their thoughts began to “speak up.”  

 Furthermore, participants also identified that the program had facilitated an increase in 

their team’s willingness to disagree. In an informal discussion during the program, Harry 

enthusiastically shared that for the first time, his team was “disagreeing in a good way” during a 

low ropes activity (i.e., Whale Watch), rather than going with the first idea that would be 

presented, as they had in the past. Roger, a returning Don on his team, confirmed Harry’s 

observations during a focus group interview, and further recalled that the “sense of urgency” that 

the low rope activity created had “spurred” participants who had not spoken much in the past to 

begin “voicing their opinion…and taking a side.” Together from Harry and Roger’s interview 

data and from observational notes, a clear and descriptive picture emerged of a change in 

participants’ willingness to “speak up” and communicate their ideas during the program.  

 Increased confidence. Another context within which moving occurred on an 

intrapersonal level was within each participant’s reported levels of confidence. Discussed in two 

individual interviews, participants reported experiencing an increase in confidence in their own 

abilities and decision-making following the program. Although this was not discussed among 

many participants (and therefore, not included in the earlier section on unfreezing), Kris, one of 

the participants who discussed the subject of self-confidence during his interview, recalled a 

readiness for change in this realm prior to the program. His Head Resident, Kyle, described him 

as a high-achieving Don who cared deeply about his performance. Kris similarly recognized this 

trait in himself and shared that this impaired his ability to make key decisions in his role. He 

reported significant change in this area over the course of the program and revealed that this had 

a measurable impact on his job performance, which will be further discussed in the coming 
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section on freezing, the final step in Lewin’s (1947a) three-step theory of change.  

 When asked to explain how his level of confidence increased over the course of the 

program, Kris drew a connection between the change in his confidence and the change in the 

level of trust that he experienced within his group, as discussed earlier as an element of the 

change in sociability. Theresa, another Don who identified confidence as a characteristic that 

changed over the course of the program, shared a similar notion, in sharing her belief that, “once 

you’re able to trust your team more, you’re able to become more confident within that space.” In 

line with Theresa’s assertions, Kris shared that being within a context where he trusted that his 

team would support him even if he failed or decided to not attempt the high ropes resulted in a 

growing sense of confidence. Furthermore, Kris revealed that feeling as if his team trusted him 

enough to have confidence in him helped him grow in his confidence in himself. He describes 

the important connection between trust and confidence in the following excerpt:  

It takes an outsider's perspective to say, "Okay, hey look, you might think this way about 

yourself, but I see you and I think it's not the case and I believe in you…" So…that's 

something that I felt was going on during the high ropes and low ropes, and it just…made 

everything easier, and…it helped me build my confidence because... after seeing them do 

it and after doing it myself, it just helped me to learn to trust myself more, have more 

confidence in myself, and have more confidence in them. That's...maybe I have some 

thoughts in my head putting me down, but there are others out there to support to me and 

let me know exactly what they think of me… and let me know that it's okay to give it a 

shot, and that no matter what…when I succeed or fail, uh, they'll be there to support me. 

 Evidently, an increase in levels of trust on an interpersonal level directly resulted in an 

increase in Kris’ personal sense of confidence. The elevated levels of trust and confidence that 
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emerged then also empowered participants to challenge their perceived boundaries and change 

their perception of their capacities, which will be discussed in the following section.  

 Challenged boundaries. Participants shared experiences of challenging their boundaries 

during the program in two of the focus group and four of the individual interviews and reported 

that the challenging of boundaries produced several intrapersonal-level changes. First, some 

participants recalled that the experience of witnessing others take risks and challenge their 

limitations changed their perception of their peers. For example, Head Resident Joe shared that 

observing some of his staff unexpectedly decide to attempt Low-V, a low rope activity, changed 

his perception of their personalities and helped him realize that perhaps he had underestimated 

their willingness to challenge themselves. Other participants, such as Kris, shared that 

challenging themselves during high ropes changed their perception of their own capacity to 

tolerate discomfort, which then increased their readiness to face challenges in their role.  

 Furthermore, the experience of challenging their boundaries during high ropes gave some 

participants a chance to refine their understanding of resilience. Head Resident Mike, for 

example, stressed during his focus group interview that psychological resilience was key to 

dealing with compassion fatigue. The high rope activities in the program then were, in his view, 

a practical representation of the importance of resilience that helped RLS better conceptualize 

the topic. Connected to the concept of resilience is the philosophy of the ‘growing edge’, which, 

as discussed in the earlier section on unfreezing, was a common philosophy among RLS and seen 

as a critical psychological framework for resilience. In line with participants’ readiness to 

implement this philosophy and advance their understanding of the concept, several participants 

did, in fact, draw on the growing edge framework when reflecting on their experiences in the 

program. For example, returning Don Liz shared in her interview that while she was not able to 

climb on the high ropes, she was able to put her harness on and stand at the bottom of the ropes, 
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which was, for her, “being on [her] growing edge…and a big step for [her].” Additionally, some 

participants reported that their experience in the program helped them discover where their 

growing edge was, enhancing their self-awareness. In all, the reflections that participants shared 

during focus group and individual interviews revealed that their understanding of key concepts 

such as challenge, resilience, the growing edge were elevated as a result of the opportunity to 

practically and physically challenge their boundaries during the challenge course program.  

 Insights. Finally, participant reports during both forms of interviews and observational 

notes point to several moments during the program when participants incurred insights that either 

revealed a need to change or initiated a readiness for it. Though this theme would be better fitted 

under the category of unfreezing, this theme was placed under the category of moving in the 

current report because this readiness for change occurred over the course of the program.  

 Program observation notes indicated that participants shared numerous insights that 

emerged from the activities during debrief discussions, which included everything from the 

importance of setting flexible goals to focusing on their strengths. Participants also recalled these 

moments during interviews. For example, returning Don Lisa shared that witnessing others’ 

dissimilar responses to the low and high rope activities prompted her realization that others often 

have very different perspectives, and that it is important to for her try to understand theirs.  

Similarly, during her individual interview, incoming Don Theresa shared a moment after 

attempting the Low-V, a low rope activity, when she reflected on her strategy for the activity and 

came to the realization of the importance of prioritizing. This sudden realization led to her 

beginning to change the way she prioritized her academic work after the program. In sum, the 

unexpected insights and connections that participants discovered through the program activities 

provide evidence that moments of unfreezing occurred during the program, which led to 
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instances of moving that occurred in their lives after it. In the following section, the key elements 

of the program within which participants reported experiencing moving are outlined.  

 Program elements. In addition to providing numerous examples of moving that occurred 

over the course of the program, participants also identified several elements of the program that 

played a role in facilitating those changes. These elements were further divided into two main 

categories: (a) subjective characteristics, or qualities, of the program, and (b) concrete 

components of the program that were intentionally facilitated (see Figure 5 below).  

 Program characteristics. Participants identified five main characteristics of the challenge 

course program that played a role in the process of moving and change that occurred over the 

course of the program for participants, including: (a) the change of atmosphere that the program 

provided, (b) the informal atmosphere that participants experienced during the program, (c) the 

encouragement that participants provided for one another throughout the program, (d) the timing 

of the program, and (e) the challenging nature of the activities.  

 

Figure 5. The program elements which participants reported as facilitating their moving.  
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 Change of atmosphere. One of the major characteristics of the program that participants 

described as facilitating the changes that occurred was the fact that it provided participants with a 

change of atmosphere. While the program was nonetheless considered a mandatory meeting, 

participants shared that it put them in a different context than their regular meetings, which 

allowed them to address a different set of outcomes. The challenges that were offered to 

participants also allowed them to cultivate the skills that were not regularly addressed in their 

meetings. Returning Don Roger shares an interesting analogy to describe his view that his 

experience on a low rope element with his team served as a form of practice for their ability to 

communicate effectively:   

 I think that at the start of the day, we outlined that one of the things that we wanted to 

work on was our communication as a group. And I think…from that experience with 

everyone having to…not necessarily share more, but …the change of atmosphere…once 

we were returned our normal atmosphere, it almost made it…it’s almost like when you’re 

practicing your baseball swing with a batting weight. If you’re doing something more 

difficult…well, as you’re balancing as you’re trying to think…once we got back to our 

regular environment, like where we normally meet in, everyone seemed to have a much 

easier time, so it was almost as if…like, you’re working with extra resistance to your 

goal, and then when you go back to your normal setting, things are easier. 

In addition to addressing outcomes that would not normally be addressed in their regular 

meeting contexts, members of the management team at Residence Life also identified the 

“different voice at the table” that the Campus Adventures facilitators brought as a valuable part 

of the program that may have played a role in facilitating change. Having others take on the role 

of facilitator also allowed the Coordinators to participate in the activities with their staff, which, 

as discussed earlier, then allowed Coordinators to initiate relationships with some of their staff.  
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The different expertise that the Campus Adventures facilitators brought allowed the RLS 

to address different characteristics that were fundamental to their success in their roles; however, 

participants also shared that it was important that the program had an element of novelty and 

surprise in order to achieve that objective. An interesting norm that participants identified during 

interviews was the tendency for RLS who have experienced training sessions, including the 

challenge course program, to withhold the details of the experience from incoming Dons who 

will experience the session for the first time. There was a notion among the RLS who were 

interviewed that having foreknowledge of the program would impede engagement and reduce the 

impact of the program for first-time participants, with one RLS notably sharing that her past 

experience as a facilitator of initiatives in a previous role “ruined [the experience] for [her].”  

Overall, participants reported that the change of atmosphere that the program offered was 

valuable, especially because being in the challenge course atmosphere evoked less intimidation 

on a professional level for RLS than their other meetings, as failure in a challenge course context 

would not adversely impact them professionally. In the following section, another element of the 

program atmosphere that played a role in facilitating change will be discussed.  

Informal atmosphere. The informal atmosphere that participants reported experiencing 

over the course of the program was one of the most frequently discussed characteristics of the 

program, and one that was seen among participants as playing a critical role in facilitating 

positive change in sociability and relationships. Dons, Head Residents, and Coordinators alike 

emphasized the importance of this program element in all three focus group and in seven of the 

ten individual interviews. Specifically, participants emphasized the importance of fun in six 

individual interviews and within one focus group, and humour in two focus group and four 

individual interviews. Head Resident Kyle discussed the importance of these two elements in 

detail throughout his individual interview, and shared numerous insights that clarified why the 
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program’s informal atmosphere played a major role in facilitating interpersonal change. The first 

of these insights was that the fun and inconsequential activities of the program played a role in 

reducing conflict and tension among team members, as he explained in the following excerpt:   

Um, so you are outside, you're doing…literally games, that have this underlying, kind of, 

teamwork...[which] now produces this atmosphere [where] storming isn't as possible… 

No one has...a great take on how many cows we're going to need to get across the river, 

right? But people do have a big take on whether or not their students should win "Student 

of the Month"…I watched people disagree with someone on how to handle something 

[during an activity], and then, I've literally watched the light bulb click on of…"Okay, 

this is a game. Why am I getting mad?" And…catching themselves in that. 

Furthermore, Kyle shared that the challenge course program was one of the first work 

experiences during which his team initiated humorous moments with one another. While he 

recognized that humour was not an explicit goal of the program’s activities, Kyle nonetheless felt 

that it played a major role in furthering team sociability and team members’ relationships with 

one another. In line with Kyle’s assertions, notes from program observations did, in fact, include 

multiple examples and instances of participants sharing humourous and fun moments, which 

often consisted of casual singing, dancing, and humourous remarks. One participant shared that 

she “gave [herself] a headache from laughing,” as overheard during researcher observations.  

Program observations also included numerous notes of informal conversations that were 

occurring throughout the program. This was more common, though, during the high ropes 

portion of the program, where participants engaged in numerous conversations as they sat and 

watched other participants climb, or while they waited in line. In line with these observations, 

participants discussed the value of these informal conversations during interviews, as it provided 

them with much-needed time to socialize, connect with other staff teams, and have “one-on-one 
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time” with their coworkers. Dons discussed the participation of Head Residents and 

Coordinators, and their contribution to the informal atmosphere, as being valuable, as it provided 

them an opportunity to cultivate humanizing relationships with their supervisors. In all, the 

informal, fun, and humorous atmosphere both observed by the researcher and experienced by 

participants during the program appeared to be a critical element of the program that set the stage 

for the positive changes in group sociability and individual relationships that occurred.  

Encouragement. The encouraging atmosphere during the program was another 

characteristic of the experience that participants reported as being fundamental to facilitating the 

changes that occurred. The researcher observed and thus recorded numerous moments of 

participants encouraging one another over the course of the program, and participants confirmed 

the value of these experiences in all three focus group and among five individual interviews. 

Participants’ responses during interviews suggested that the encouragement they offered 

to one another throughout the program played a major role in facilitating the development of 

group sociability and individual relationships. For instance, returning staff Roger shared during 

his focus group interview that the encouragement of his fellow RLS as he was struggling to 

climb a rock wall element inspired a sense of belonging. Additionally, Lisa, also a returning 

Don, also shared that the encouragement that she received from her coworkers showed her that 

they cared about her, which then set the stage for new relationships to be initiated, as she stated:  

I had gone higher than I was going to get, and everyone cheered me on. When I came 

down, I had a few people who I had never spoken to before, and they saw that I had a 

shock on my face, and they hugged me afterwards and said “You did amazing.” That was 

when I was, like…they’re more than just my staff. They actually cared about it! 

These experiences of encouragement that participants reported were also critical to the 

intrapersonal moving that occurred among participants. During her focus group interview, 
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returning Don Lisa also shared her memory of moments when returning staff members took on 

“step-back leadership” roles and focused on encouraging incoming staff. The incoming Dons, on 

the other hand, reported that the encouragement they received from returning staff helped to 

build their sense of self-confidence, and prompted them to “speak up.” For example, incomer 

Kris recalled in his interview the following examples of encouragement that he experienced: 

Rylee and Joe…sort of, helped build my confidence. They were hyping me up, so to 

speak, and they told me they believed in me and they told me I could make it, and Jacky 

was also there…he supported me all the way, so I found that really...nice that all these 

people who work in very different communities from me were there to support me. 

The confidence that he received as a result of his peers’ encouragement also made it 

easier for Kris to challenge his boundaries. Other interview respondents similarly discussed that 

the encouragement they received played a role in pushing them to challenge their boundaries, 

and further established the philosophy of growing edge and challenge by choice as a norm 

among RLS. Altogether, the experiences of encouragement that participants shared as occurring 

over the course of the challenge course program appear to have been foundational to positive 

changes, both on interpersonal and intrapersonal levels, that they also described.  

 Timing. Another notable characteristic of the program that participants described as 

fundamental to positive changes that they experienced was when it was delivered. Several 

participants felt strongly that the timing of the program worked well with their group and 

facilitated desirable changes. For example, Head Resident Bob expressed during his focus group 

interview his belief that the challenge course program took place at a good time of the year for 

his team, as it provided RLS with a chance to “reconvene as a group and have an experience 

that’s similar to training…[after having] had a chance to be with their communities and 

experience the job.”   
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Other participants felt that the program would have facilitated even more desirable 

changes if it took place at a different time of the year. For instance, Head Resident Harry, whose 

Dons mainly struggled with “speaking up” in group contexts, questioned whether the program 

would have been more impactful if it took place one month earlier. Kyle, also a Head Resident, 

shared in the same focus group interview that he felt his team would have experienced even 

greater positive changes if the program took place one month later. He referenced Tuckman’s 

(1965) stages of group development in his response, and reasoned that the program would have 

benefited his team more at the time of the focus group because:  

Um, my group is currently (i.e., at the time of the interview) storming and I think they 

would have benefited greatly from this kind of activity right now to bring them back to 

that social bonding atmosphere while also working out the kinks of storming, versus 

when they did it previously. I think they already had this, kind of…walking on 

eggshells…“we know how to work together because we're just not going to offend each 

other” mentality. And that kind of was how the day went. So, I think timing is a huge part 

of that as well…in terms of where the group is at. But it's different for every group. 

In essence, Kyle felt that his group was still in the forming phase of Tuckman’s (1965) 

model when they experienced the program. He further hypothesized that his team would have 

experienced more significantly positive changes in sociability if the program was delivered at a 

time of storming, as this was the experience that he had with his team in the previous year:  

My staff team last year was storming around this time and I watched them go from a…we 

are just work friends, to…we're now going to have movie nights every other night… In 

less than an hour, they were all laughing, and hanging out, and having a good time, which 

then instantly translated into our next meeting, and from there on, my staff had no 

problems for the rest of the year from there on out.  
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 Ultimately, while some participants reported that the timing of the program was well 

suited to where their team was in their stage of development, others felt that the positive changes 

that their team experienced in sociability and interpersonal relationships would have been greater 

if the program took place at a different time; nonetheless, they all agreed on the importance of 

the timing of the program for facilitating the desired changes.  

 Challenge. Dons, Head Residents, and managers alike also identified the element of 

challenge that the program offered as fundamental to the changes that the activities facilitated 

among RLS. In addition to discussing storming in the context of the timing of the program, Head 

Resident Kyle also shares his view that the initiative and low rope activities in the program 

created “very, very minute storming” within his team, which was, in fact, extremely productive. 

He reasoned that the experience of storming and facing challenges together in a low-pressure 

context allowed them to work through challenges in their team dynamic, such as managing 

differences in opinion. Ultimately, overcoming those persistent challenges in their team dynamic 

was a major part of the positive changes in group sociability that Kyle witnessed in his group.  

Mary, a member of the management team at Residence Life, shared a similar view on the 

importance of the element of challenge in the program during her interview:  

 I think the primary value [of the program] is that it’s an opportunity to work together in 

teams to solve non-traditional challenges, and to...be faced with…what sometimes, for 

some of the groups, is their first opportunity for conflict. So…it doesn't always generate 

that, but it's more likely to generate that because…all the activities are contrived…you're 

not actually walking across hot lava. So these situations provide them that opportunity in 

a safer spot to engage in some of that conflict, which then again helps them work through 

and move through that. So again, that team piece is the reason that we continue to do it. 
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In essence, Kyle and Mary both assert that the element of challenge that initiative and low rope 

activities presented provided teams with a low-risk opportunity to “work through” the barriers 

that kept them from socializing and cultivating positive relationships with one another, such as 

conflicts and disagreements.  

 Interestingly, Dons who were interviewed shared a similar sentiment. For instance, 

returning Don Steph shared a practical example of her team working through some awkwardness 

and hesitation in their team dynamic as a result of the challenge that Whale Watch, a low rope 

activity, as she offered:  

For the larger group, especially in that activity, it was really challenging to find a good 

balance, and to find a good rapport between all of us, because we were all a little bit 

stressed…there was a little bit of a time crunch…and we all really wanted to get it. And 

so, it was one of those… “Okay, like who’s gonna take the lead, who’s gonna tell people 

what to…”, and all those kind of like…awkward little things. So, after that, it was 

interesting because certain people on my staff team who are usually more accommodating 

took more of the, like, “Okay here’s my point, just gonna put it out there…but that’s how 

I feel. Those are my two cents,” instead of being like, “Oh, I don’t need to talk…” 

In this case, the challenge that Whale Watch offered set the stage for changes on both an 

interpersonal (i.e., increased sociability) and intrapersonal (i.e., “speaking up”) level to occur 

after participants worked through the barrier of hesitation and awkwardness during the activity.  

Finally, participants’ reports revealed that the element of challenge provided them with 

an opportunity to practically implement the challenge by choice and growing edge philosophies, 

which then created a context in which mutual trust was developed as participants supportively 

encouraged one another to challenge their boundaries. In sum, the element of challenge that the 
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program offered was seen among participants as a critical characteristic. The following section 

will outline participants’ perspectives of the program components that facilitated moving.  

 Program components. In addition to the characteristics of the program, participants also 

reported that specific components of the program facilitated the process of moving. These 

include: (a) goal setting, (b) the facilitation of the program, and (c) the full program. 

 Goal setting. One of the major components of the program that participants identified as 

being crucial to the process of change that unfolded during the activities was the 15 minutes at 

the beginning of the program during which participants established and recorded their goals for 

the program. Discussed in one focus group and three individual interviews, participants shared 

several examples of their goals translating into tangible changes in their team during the 

program. Indeed, the major goals that participants recorded during the goal setting portion of the 

program aligned with the major changes that they reported during interviews, with developing 

trust and sociability, improving communication, and challenging their boundaries as three of the 

most commonly recorded goals.  

 Participants further speculated that the process of setting goals as a group allowed them 

to clearly identify and focus on specific characteristics that they were ready to develop in the 

program. In her interview, Lisa reflected on the importance of the process of recording her 

team’s goals:  

A lot of our group’s goals were like…unwritten stuff, what we would already do in our 

everyday time, being in RLS, but I think really writing it out on paper…and like, even if, 

say you had five hands raised, and someone said encouraging people to do their best, the 

rest of those hands would go down, because everyone was thinking the same thing of 

what they wanted, and what they would put out. So, writing it down really helped us to 

see how much these ideas are very important to each individual. 
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 On a theoretical level, it appears that the process of clearly establishing and recording the 

group’s goals gave participants a chance to identify and recognize areas in which their team was 

ready for change, thus finalizing the process of unfreezing before moving could take place. In 

order to maximize the extent to which moving could occur, some participants also speculated in a 

focus group interview that tailoring the activities of the program to the goals that participants set 

prior to the program would be beneficial to participants. In the following section, the methods by 

which facilitators’ actively made efforts to tailor activities to their group’s readiness for change 

and how such efforts helped to facilitate the desirable changes that emerged will be discussed.  

 Facilitation. Two separate participants discussed facilitators’ decisions during the 

program to add additional challenges to the activities in response to the needs of the group as 

being a component of the program that facilitated positive change. First, incoming Don Theresa 

shared a brief example of facilitator’s decision to “throw a wrench in [their] plans” and make it 

harder for her team to overcome an initiative, which subsequently prompted the team to 

communicate more effectively. The facilitator’s decision to add an additional challenge to an 

initiative activity similarly impacted Head Resident Harry’s team. Recognizing that 

communication was an issue with which his team struggled, Tim, the group facilitator, made the 

decision to add an additional challenge to Towers of Hanoi, where two participants who usually 

dominated conversations were not permitted to speak but were allowed to assist with the task. 

This helped to facilitate a major change in the team, as Harry recalls:  

 That actually helped force the group to kind of get over [the refusal to speak] a little bit 

more. Some people that hadn't said anything all day in those kinds of activities... they sent 

stuff over in brainstorming, but in those activities, hadn't said much…now, finally, were 

starting to contribute a little bit more, which helped a lot and I was happy with. 
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 The restriction that Tim added to the activity sparked a major change within the group, 

where participants who had struggled with speaking up became willing to contribute ideas for the 

first time. Harry shared that the change in the team dynamic and participants’ willingness to 

“speak up” that was initiated in the activity was continued in Whale Watch, the low rope activity 

that followed. For the first time, participants openly shared when they disagreed with an idea that 

was offered and provided alternative ideas, which “was not something that had remotely 

happened in the month and a half of [him] working with them.” Evidently, Tim’s decision as a 

facilitator to add an additional challenge that aligned with his team’s readiness for change played 

a major role in facilitating the moving that occurred during Towers of Hanoi and Whale Watch.  

 Full program. Finally, participants expressed the sentiment that all three of the main 

components of the program – initiatives, low ropes, and high ropes – were “necessities.” In the 

previous year’s program, participants recalled that the program had only consisted of initiatives 

and low ropes, which was less engaging because the activities “didn’t really lead up to 

anything,” as one participant shared in an informal interview during the observational period of 

the program. In addition to the issue of engagement, the importance of the full program is further 

underscored by the fact that participants reported experiencing valuable, positive changes 

throughout all three components of the program, as outlined throughout this chapter.   

Furthermore, when asked to identify the most valuable component of the program, all 

three components were selected by different participants and described as critical to facilitating 

the changes that were the most valuable in their perspective. For example, Mary, a member of 

the management team at Residence Life, described initiatives as being the most important 

component of the program, because she felt that the changes in group dynamics that occurred 

during initiatives was the most valuable outcome from the program. On the other hand, incoming 

Don Theresa identified low ropes as the most valuable component of the program because of its 
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inclusiveness and the fact that it allowed participants who were less comfortable with heights to 

also challenge their boundaries. Other participants, including incoming Don Kris, identified high 

ropes as the most valuable and memorable part of the program, as it produced valuable changes 

on an intrapersonal level, including increased confidence, challenged boundaries, and enhanced 

trust in their peers.  

 Although participants conveyed that they valued the full program, they also expressed 

that the program needed to be longer. For instance, Head Resident Harry shared that he wishes 

he had more time to further build on the changes that were occurring during the program:  

I do wish…we could find some way to do [initiatives and low ropes] for longer, because 

my team had that huge breakthrough, and then we were done... So it was kind of…I don't 

know if there was more to get out of it. I wish that we had a little bit more of [that] piece 

to see where we could have gotten next…if we had one, even just, like, one more of 

like…"Okay, we did it. We were successful here. Do we want to try this one more...like, 

a different one now and see, can we carry this over? Did you guys, like, max out, and 

we're going to crash and fail the next one? Or is it gonna go even better…?" Would have 

been like, it would've been nice if we still had, like, another half hour… 

In all, participants reported that moving occurred over the full course of the program, 

from initiatives to high ropes, with the goal setting portion of the program and facilitators’ 

tailored challenges additionally facilitating valuable changes. Additionally, participants reported 

that various characteristics of the program, including an element of challenge, the timing of the 

program, the encouragement that was offered, the informal atmosphere, and the change of 

environment, also played a major role in facilitating moving. The following section will describe 

participants’ perceptions of the freezing that occurred after the program and whether the changes 

that occurred during the program were maintained.  
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Freezing 

 The final stage of Lewin’s (1947a) three-step model describes the “freezing [of] group 

life on the new level” (p. 228). This element of Lewin’s theory is fundamental to his conception 

of change, as he asserts that simply elevating group performance to a different level is 

insufficient, as “permanency of the new level, or permanency for a desired period, should be 

included in the objective” (Lewin, 1947a, p. 228). In the context of the present study, 

participants’ reports of the freezing or stabilization of the changes that occurred during the 

program were divided into three theoretically distinct categories: (a) the freezing of the 

interpersonal and intrapersonal changes that led to RLS’ enhanced job performance, (b) the 

freezing of participants’ appreciation for key values at Residence Life, and (c) the continued 

challenges among RLS teams despite the positive changes that occurred during the program. The 

majority of participants’ reports of freezing fell under the first of these three categories, which 

will be discussed first.  

 
Figure 6. The final phase of planned change that occurred among RLS – freezing.  
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 Enhanced job performance. Participants reported numerous examples of interpersonal 

and intrapersonal changes that were stabilized as normal within RLS teams following the 

program during the freezing stage, and these reports largely pointed to an enhanced level of 

performance among RLS within their difficult role in the weeks following the program. The 

stabilized changes that participants discussed as enhancing their performance in their complex 

and varying roles included group sociability and strengthened relationships on an interpersonal 

level, and increased confidence, improved communication, and applied insights on an 

intrapersonal level.  

 Group sociability. The maintenance of an elevated level of group sociability following 

the program was discussed amongst participants in two focus group and five individual 

interviews. Participants shared that they experienced a sense that their team was “much closer” 

following the program, where they were more comfortable and able to have fun with one 

another. For instance, Head Resident Harry shared during his interview that his team had decided 

to make socializing outside of work more of a priority after the program, and had three social 

outings in the weeks following even though most teams would normally only “get around one, 

maybe two, a semester.” Respondents further shared that the elevated sense of community was 

maintained after the program. For instance, incoming Don Tina described a sense that she could 

find support no matter where she went in Residence Life as something that “stuck”, stating:   

…It’s not even just my building team, but there’s 80 of us on RLS, and each individual is 

there to support each other, and no matter if [you do not have] as strong of a connection 

with them or anything, everyone is still there to support each other, and to see everyone 

succeed. No one’s there to put anyone down, or to leave them high and dry, and like, has 

to deal with it on my own. Everyone is there to make sure everyone reaches the end goal 

of completing the year…I’m not going to lie, I think that really stuck with me since. 



DOES ADVENTURE-BASED TEAM BUILDING PRODUCE CHANGE?       146 

 

 The increased group sociability following the program also resulted in a reported 

improvement in participants’ job performance. For example, Head Resident Kyle shared that he 

witnessed a notable improvement in collaboration and efficiency in his team following the 

program. While Dons usually run programs for their students independently every month, Kyle 

recalled that his team chose to collaborate and run two programs together in the weeks following 

the program – something that he described as “rare to see.” Kyle also revealed that the increased 

sociability following the program had a direct impact on the efficiency of his team’s meetings. 

Although the “overall closeness” of his team led to decreased productivity and efficiency in the 

first meeting following the program while they “work[ed] out the kinks of what their friendship 

look[ed] like,” the second meeting was markedly more efficient, as he recalls: 

…The next week we had more on our agenda, we did it in about three quarters of the 

time, so I was very proud of them, and I could see a lot of those relationships that have 

built come out into play. There was once where…Kris was rambling and I remember...I 

think it was Theresa or Dan spoke up and hit him, and told him, "You're rambling. Stop." 

And no one would say that to him previous because they were too scared to hurt him. 

Right? And so he just laughed it off, and hit them back, and he [says], "Sorry. So, so... 

this is my point," and moved on, and um, that directly impacted our efficiency… It took 

us an hour and a half the first week, but it took us 50 minutes the next week…[which] 

really came from that sociability that would have come from something like the ropes 

course…like that switch. Right?  

 Strengthened relationships. Closely related to the elevated sense of group sociability that 

was maintained following the program were the strengthened relationships that came out of the 

program and were sustained in the following weeks. Dons shared that their relationships with 

both coworkers and supervisors moved from professional to personal over the course of the 
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program, and that the personal nature of those relationships was sustained following the program 

and impacted their job performance. Rather than simply being colleagues, one participant shared 

her perspective that her team now consisted of “friends working together” after the program. 

Furthermore, several participants shared examples of opening up and having personal, informal 

conversations with their Head Residents and Coordinators as a result of their “humanized” 

perspective of them following the program. Interestingly, one Head Resident also reported that 

the friendship she had initiated with a Don from another residence over the program allowed her 

to open up to that Don about a personal challenge after the program. Altogether, the enhanced 

coworker and supervisor relationships that were sustained after the program led to increased 

communication among RLS, as Kyle summarized:  

In terms of my relationships some of with my staff members…there are a few who want 

to talk to me every day, and want to hang out and everything, and then you have a few 

that might not want to bother me with concerns, so they don't want to come to me with a 

lot of things. So…both are fine and, but I think [the program] also helped both the people 

who talked to me all the time talk to other people and not just myself, and…learn to go to 

the returners, and learn to go to…even their incomers with questions. [It also] help[ed] 

the folks who don't talk to me a lot come to me a lot more because they saw me in the 

exact same level since as them, as just another person working on a challenge as a team. 

And going from there, which I found [had] a big impact. 

 The challenge course program also created shared memories of humourous moments that 

participants drew on following the program to continue to develop their relationships with one 

another. For instance, participants shared that humourous quotes and memories from the program 

were recorded on “quote boards” and on group conversations on social media, which allowed 

them to continue to further nurture their friendships and create a sense of belonging, even after 
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the program had ended. One participant also revealed that the humorous shared memories from 

the program helped relieve tension and stress during difficult meetings.  

 Finally, participants also identified an increased awareness of their peers’ strengths, 

weaknesses, and preferences as a product of the strengthened relationships that emerged from the 

program. Multiple participants shared similar reports of this awareness helping them to 

collaborate more effectively with their peers when dealing with difficult situations in their role. 

For example, returning staff Lisa recalled the following experience of working with a staff 

member she had not worked with previously after the challenge course program:  

I know I never had rounds with this person before…previous to, the, um…ropes course 

and everything. We did the ropes course together and stuff, and I knew their boundaries 

[against] being vocal, or like, speaking out, or addressing something. So when it came to 

a situation where we had to address a student, um, I knew that they…[were] not a very 

loud and outspoken person. So when it came to having to deal with this situation, um, 

before we entered the situation, I asked, “Do you want to take a lead? Or do you want me 

to speak and you be my support?” Um, and since I knew that and they didn’t have to 

admit anything to me, we handled the situation great, but that’s because they knew that I 

was there to help them, and I knew they were there to help me when I needed it. 

In sum, participants shared that the relationships that were strengthened during the 

program were maintained following the program. This had a positive impact on their job 

performance in the context of collaboration and, to an even greater extent, communication.  

Improved communication. Participants also shared that the enhanced communication 

that emerged over the course of the program, where participants became more willing to “speak 

up,” was also a positive change that was sustained in the weeks following the program. Several 

participants recalled that conversations during both meetings and one-on-one interactions 
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continued to be more “efficient and constructive” following the program. Intriguingly, though, 

participants’ reports of the improved communication between RLS following the program were 

rooted, in the majority of the reports, to the positive changes that were incurred in the relational 

dynamics and group sociability that were also sustained. For example, returning Don Liz shared 

that her ability to communicate her thoughts and feedback to her fellow Dons and her Head 

Residents was substantially improved following the program, and that this was rooted in the fact 

that she had become more familiar with their communication styles in social contexts over the 

course the program. Additionally, incoming Don Kris also drew a similar connection between 

changes in social dynamics and improved communication during his interview:  

The stronger relationships I've had with my coworkers, um, it's just made this job so 

much easier, and so much better, because now, um, it's easier to sort of talk to people. It's 

easier to make plans for yourself, for your students, uh, and with your coworkers. It's just 

made a platform for communication so much more, um, better and easier because now 

we've built that trust and relationship, and it's grown to new heights, and it feels like, um, 

you can put your confidence in them, and they can put their confidence in you. 

Evident in Kris’ quote is the clear connection between the enhanced “platform for 

communication” after the program and the elevated “trust and relationship” that were also 

sustained. The impact that this had on his engagement and performance in his job was also clear.  

Another context within which enhanced communication following the program facilitated 

improvements in RLS’ performance was within the realm of decision-making. In the following 

excerpt, returning Don Steph reflected on a meeting with her staff team following the challenge 

course program, during which they had to make some critical decisions, stating: 

Because of some of the activities, our staff team was able to make decisions a lot faster 

and without a lot of the fluff conversation that came with it. We made decisions about 
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two things […] during our meeting…but as opposed to it taking, like, 15 or 20 minutes 

like it did before, it only took five minutes which is really interesting, because I think 

like, I know for myself, I was more, like, blunt with my opinion, as opposed to being like, 

“Oh no, what do you think?” and like, that kind of thing, because I was just more 

comfortable being, like, “Hey, like…here’s my point, and that’s all I’ll say.” And like, 

letting…and other people just gave snippets as opposed to really going into super an in-

depth conversation when it wasn’t necessary, um… So, it was just an interesting…change 

to see in our staff team, which was, like a good change.   

 In Steph’s quote, it was apparent that her comfort with bluntly offering her opinion and 

“speaking up” during the meeting directly translated into efficiency in her team’s decision-

making. Later on in her focus group interview, Steph also shared that her increased comfort with 

sharing her perspectives was rooted in the enhanced trust and confidence in her team members 

that she cultivated during the program and maintained following the program. Taken together, 

Steph’s reflections illustrate a clear relationship between enhanced sociability and trust in her 

team relationships, improved communication, and consequently, increasingly efficient decision 

making in the meetings following the challenge course program.  

 Increased confidence. As discussed in the preceding section, improvements in 

communication was one of the most evident and frequently discussed change among RLS that 

they perceived had emerged from the program and was sustained following its commencement.  

However, the maintenance of the changes in RLS’ communication was not only rooted in the 

interpersonal changes that were discussed above – the intrapersonal-level change of increased 

confidence also appeared to facilitate the sustainment of improved communication following the 

program. Indeed, participants shared examples of their enhanced self-confidence being sustained 

after the completion of the program in two focus group interviews and three individual 
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interviews. In the majority of these examples, the elevated confidence that participants reported 

within themselves and as perceived in other participants was expressed as an increased 

willingness to “speak up,” ask questions, and seek clarification.  

 For instance, returning Don Lisa shared an example of an incoming Don on her team 

whose confidence was particularly elevated during the program because of his receiving 

encouragement and trust from the more experienced returning Dons. In the weeks following the 

program, Lisa shared that he had continued to be “the most confident RLS member in Field 

House that I’ve ever seen,” and that he had become more comfortable with reaching out to 

returning staff to ask questions and communicate his uncertainties. “It almost feels like he 

remembers that the returning staff were so proud of him,” Lisa shared, and that as a result, he 

was more willing to “go to a returner and be confident, because they were confident in me.”  

Later on in the same focus group interview, returning Don Joe shared a similar example 

of incoming Dons in his team becoming more willing to express their concerns following the 

program, stating:  

There were some staff members on my team I mentioned before that were a little more 

soft-spoken and such, and after the activities, they [have been] a lot more confident that 

they have a lot more competence in their role, to the point where…if I said something 

that which was incorrect, they’d approach me afterwards and say, “Hey, you said this and 

it was different from something somebody else told me, can you kind of elaborate on why 

you said that?” And it’s caused me to also go back and be, like, “Oh, okay, never mind, 

maybe the practices are different and I really appreciate that you came up and approached 

me,” showing that they’re a lot more confident in their role and in themselves.  

In addition to expressing itself as enhanced communication between RLS, participants 

also connected the elevated confidence among participants to the changes in relational dynamics 
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that was maintained following the program. For example, incoming Don Kris shared that the 

confidence in himself that he had developed during the program facilitated a sustained change in 

the way that he related to the returning Dons on his team, where the relationships went from 

“super reliant to more of a team effort.” His Head Resident Kyle shared his comparable 

perspective on this shift in Kris in a separate interview, noting:  

Whereas he was generally, like I said, quite quiet, now ever since [the program]…he'll 

come into a meeting, and, like yelling at [another Don], kind of thing, and, like, uh, come 

in and sit down on the top of the couch and, like, lean on of the staff members… I think 

he's finally settled in a bit now. 

 Ultimately, the enhanced confidence among participants following the program also 

facilitated reported improvements in their job performance. Incoming Don Kris further shared 

during his interview (which took place several months following the program) the following 

concrete example of the enhanced productivity that was rooted in his elevated confidence:  

Before the ropes course, when I was programming, I always took so long to decide on a 

program and risk manage, because...I get in my head and think, "Okay, what if this 

program doesn't turn out right? What if my students don't like it? Maybe I shouldn't do 

this. Maybe I should take this out." But then after the ropes course, coming into this 

semester, I already had two programs planned out and risk managed before the semester 

even started. I have a whole slate of programs ready from now to the end of the school 

year. So I already know everything that I'm doing and everything that I have to do, and I 

just have confidence and faith in that, and I'm getting out of my head more. 

 Other participants reported that the enhanced confidence that they witnessed in other 

participants facilitated an improvement in their leadership capacity as a Don. For example, Head 

Resident Mike shared an example where one of his team members gained a noticeable amount of 
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confidence when put in a leadership role during an initiative activity. This confidence was 

sustained after the program, and subsequently led to her increased capacity to lead and facilitate 

staff meetings. In all, participants’ reports of the sustained confidence following the program 

were connected to various other lasting changes, including improved communication, 

strengthened relational dynamics, and enhanced productivity and leadership ability.  

 Applying insights. Finally, some participants also shared that moments of insight and 

unfreezing that occurred during the program also led to moving and freezing taking place after 

the program. Namely, participants shared brief examples of moving occurring after the program 

in contexts such as perspective taking, providing autonomy to others, and step back leadership, 

in line with their corresponding reports of unfreezing during the program. In other words, these 

reports suggest that the insights that participants yielded from the challenge course program were 

practically applied to some extent following the program. Some participants’ reports also 

contained clues that freezing may have occurred, where the changes that emerged from those 

insights were sustained. For example, incoming Don Theresa shared during her interview that the 

importance of prioritizing was a piece of insight that she acquired during the program. She also 

shared that this led to practical changes in her life following the program:  

I find that I've been able to make sure that…if I'm submitting a programming form, it will 

go in right after the program's done to ensure that it's there, so that people aren't waiting 

on me to submit this form so that they can do all of their fun stuff with the form. I also 

find that if I'm doing like group projects for school, I'm very much a…"Cool! I now know 

that I have this date free, when are you guys free on these dates? Let's meet up, and work 

on this thing"…and being able to prioritize that so that we all don't suffer is pretty good.  

Evidently, there is some evidence within that quote that the change in her ability to 

prioritize following the program was sustained (i.e., freezing occurred). In sum, participants 
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reports revealed that some of the insights that they gained from the program were applied in their 

lives, and that changes in group sociability, interpersonal relationships, communication, 

confidence were sustained in the weeks following the program – all of which, to different 

extents, had an impact on participants’ performance as RLS.  

Reinforced values. In direct contradiction to the numerous reports of positive change that 

participants reported as a result of the program, several respondents also shared that they could 

not identify clear and explicit changes in job performance, group sociability, and other 

intrapersonal characteristics among RLS following the program. Despite these statements, 

Residence Life Coordinator Kerry shared that the program was nevertheless valuable to 

Residence Life, as it helped to reinforce values that she saw as critical within the organization. 

Specifically, Kerry asserted that the program reinforced the value of collaboration within 

Residence Life, reminding participants that they “don’t do things in a silo…[and] do things in 

isolation.” Furthermore, she described her belief that a large part of the “significant value” that 

the program offered was the fact that it “showed [their] investment from a departmental level in 

their team development,” thus reinforcing that value as vital within Residence Life.  

Another key value within Residence Life were the philosophies of challenge by choice and 

growing edge, which were discussed in earlier sections as philosophies that participants were 

ready to apply and practice prior to the program. Participants’ also asserted that the program was 

a “tangible way of putting that philosophy into practice”, and that these philosophies continued 

to be reinforced and applied into the daily situations and challenges that they faced in their roles 

in the weeks following the program. Indeed, participants mentioned these philosophies 

unprompted and surprisingly frequently as they reflected on the program during interviews, 

which took place several weeks following the program – a clear sign that these philosophies 

continued to be of significance among RLS in the weeks following the program.  
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Continued challenges. In spite of the sustained, positive changes among RLS that 

participants reported as outcomes of the challenge course program, some participants also shared 

that their teams continued to face challenges after the end of the program. Specifically, Head 

Resident Harry shared that although his team members had experienced noticeable positive 

changes in their communication and willingness to “speak up” following the program, his team 

continued to struggle with the issue and continued to hesitate with expressing their opinions in 

group discussions. Nonetheless, the increased awareness of their potential as a team that they 

gained from the program continued to help them develop their ability to “speak up” in the weeks 

following, as Harry describes: 

After that day…seeing what they could achieve, and then coming into other discussions 

where they weren't quite at that level...they were more aware of the fact that...now, even 

the incomers are calling either themselves out, or the group as a whole, like… "Okay, we 

posed the topic, it's been like a minute, nobody said anything, and...it's not, like, we came 

up with the idea, and we finished up the topic. It's like…it's brand new." So I think there's 

that awareness piece now at least to it, and they know what they are capable of. 

Similarly, in Head Resident Kyle’s group, despite the positive changes in sociability and 

relationships, they continued to face tensions and conflicts following the program. Kyle 

speculated that the continued conflicts that they faced might have, in fact, been a result of the 

increases in sociability and strengthened relationships following the program, which he described 

as “over-closeness” and elaborates on in the following excerpt:  

I think that was maybe where it became a problem...is that the staff had gotten close 

enough that maybe they stopped caring about individual needs. They started caring 

more...just about like, "Oh, well on this team I can do this." Um, and it started producing a 

whole lot more conflict… 
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In line with Lewin’s (1947a) framework on change, these examples illustrate that although 

positive changes that can arise from experiences like the challenge course program, “group life is 

never without change” (p. 199) and changes can continue to occur within groups after the 

commencement of the experience. In the final and following section, the insights that Lewin’s 

(1947a) framework of planned change can provide for understanding the process of change that 

occurred over the course of the challenge course program will be discussed 

Lewin’s Theory of Planned Change as a Theoretical Framework  

 In the present study, Lewin’s (1947a) three-step model of change provided an 

overarching framework through which the processes of change that occurred as a result of the 

program could be understood. In sum, participants described a readiness for change in various 

interpersonal and intrapersonal domains (i.e., unfreezing), which then led to actual change that 

occurred in those same characteristics over the course of the program (i.e., moving). In the weeks 

following the program, participants shared that many of the changes that occurred were 

stabilized among RLS and reinforced in their daily lives (i.e., freezing; see Figure 7). 

  
 

Figure 7. Lewin’s (1947a) three-step model, as applied to results of the present study.  
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 Specifically, on an interpersonal level, two related categories of changes emerged, 

including enhanced group sociability and strengthened individual relationships. Participants 

expressed a readiness for change in these two areas prior to the program, which led to subsequent 

moving and freezing during and following the program. On an intrapersonal level, participants 

expressed a readiness for change regarding their ability to communicate with their coworkers, 

which subsequently led to tangible change during the program, where participants began to 

“speak up.” Participants shared that the positive changes in communication were sustained in the 

weeks following the program. Participants’ self-confidence was another intrapersonal 

characteristic that participants reported as changing over the course of the program and 

continuing to be elevated after.  

 Furthermore, they described a readiness to implement and reinforce the challenge by 

choice and growing edge philosophies as central values in Residence Life, as respondents felt 

that these philosophies play a role in promoting resiliency. Participants then reported that the 

experience of challenging their boundaries during the program did, in fact, reinforce those 

philosophies, which continued to be seen as a key value in Residence Life even after the program 

had ended. Finally, despite these positive and desirable changes in various interpersonal and 

intrapersonal characteristics, some participants reported that they continued to face challenges 

within their group in the months following the commencement of the program, confirming 

Lewin’s (1947a) assertion in his theory of planned change that group dynamics are always 

fluctuating and will continue to change even after efforts for planned change. 

 The notion that group dynamics and processes are always changing is a key idea in 

Lewin’s theorizing on field theory, which is a cornerstone of his larger theory of planned change 

(Burnes, 2004; Lewin, 1947a). Interestingly, some participants proposed novel theories during 

their interviews in order to make meaning of the process of change that they witnessed. The 
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theories that they proposed also made the assumption, in line with Lewin’s theoretical stance, 

that group processes are constantly changing and fluctuating. For example, Head Resident Kyle 

proposed a theory during his interview that group dynamics are constantly moving between an 

emphasis on task and interpersonal sociability, as he elaborates on in the following excerpt:  

I've never seen a chart for this, but I'm picturing one [that captures] the idea of work and 

sociability. I think a team starts with low work and…a bit of sociability, and then as a 

team, they focus a lot on work, and so then they'll move towards that work atmosphere. It 

takes something, someone…some change to bring them back to that…social height, such 

as the [challenge] course [program], for instance…which then they hopefully can take 

back into their work and perform, working at a higher level of performance…social at 

higher level. I pictured kind of like a... stepping stone going upwards each time. 

 Remarkably, Kyle’s theory aligns with Lewin’s (1947a) theorizing not only in its basic 

assumption that group dynamics are always shifting and fluctuating, but in its perspective that 

change is inherently an elevation from “the present level to the desired one” (p. 224).  

 Another critical element of Lewin’s (1947a) theory of planned change over and above his 

Three Step Model is his theorizing on group dynamics and the notion that it is group behaviour, 

rather than that of individuals, that should be the main focus of change (Lewin, 1947b). Lewin 

(1947a) asserts that it is less worthwhile to attempt to change individual behaviour than group 

behaviour, because if “one succeeds in changing group standards, the same force field will tend 

to facilitate changing the individual and will tend to stabilize the individual conduct on the new 

group level” (p. 231). Confirming Lewin’s (1947a) theory, results from the present study suggest 

that most of the main changes that occurred on an intrapersonal level were, indeed, rooted in 

interpersonal changes in group standards and dynamics. Take the characteristic of confidence, 

for example, which several participants reported as significantly increased as a result of the 
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program. Despite the deeply intrapersonal nature of this change, participants who reported 

experiencing this change connected its emergence to interpersonal changes in the level of 

relationship and trust that they had with their team members, as Kris shares:  

Because of that relationship I built with the members of RLS, I knew…okay, I can 

definitely count on these people, 'cause I've seen what they are like…I've gotten to know 

them better. So it just gave me a bit more confidence in myself, knowing I could depend 

on these people to give me a hand when I needed it… 

 Alternatively, improvements in communication, where participants became more willing 

to communicate and share their thoughts and experiences, was another intrapersonal change that 

participants discussed during the interviews. This change was similarly rooted in interpersonal 

changes in group relationships and trust, as evident in Steph’s reflections:  

I definitely found myself with…the trust aspect, more confident in other people too, 

which is nice because we definitely don’t deal with easy situations all of the time. Um, 

and so, I think that being able to feel comfortable or confident talking to somebody, 

debriefing a hard situation…I know that our staff team had to do that, and so…like, yeah, 

the communication. Also, about yourself, but just…being comfortable and confident 

talking about something that we had dealt with on the job to one another, as opposed to, 

like, having to deal with that alone, because that’s way harder. 

 In sum, there are two basic notions that are fundamental to Lewin’s (1947a) theory of 

planned change as a theoretical framework, over and above Lewin’s three-step model: (a) that 

group dynamics are constantly shifting and changing (i.e., field theory), and (b) that focusing on 

changing group dynamics and processes would be more fruitful than changing individual 

behaviour (i.e., group dynamics). Participants’ responses and perceptions aligned with both of 

these theoretical assertions in the present study. Combined with the utility of Lewin’s (1947a) 
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three-step model in comprehensively capturing the process of change that emerged from the 

challenge course program, this study’s findings provide support for the suitability of Lewin’s 

(1947a) theory of planned change as a theoretical framework for understanding the process 

through which the participants who engaged in this adventure education program experienced 

change.  
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CHAPTER V 

DISCUSSION 

 In the following chapter, several objectives are met, including: first, comparing the 

findings from the present study to previous research; second, identifying the unique contributions 

that this study makes to the existing knowledge base; third, discussing the limitations of these 

results; fourth, providing recommendations for future research and practice, and fifth, drawing 

some overall conclusions from the study (Merriam, 2009). In the first sections of this chapter, the 

findings from this study are integrated with previous literature concerning the four research 

questions guiding the research process (i.e., interpersonal and intrapersonal change, elements that 

have facilitated change, and the applicability of Lewin’s [1947a] theoretical framework). The 

implications of those findings, the limitations of this study, some recommendations for future 

research, and final conclusions are outlined in the following four sections of this chapter. 

Challenge Course Programs & Interpersonal Change  

  The two main categories of interpersonal change that emerged from the results of the 

present study were: (a) increases in group sociability and (b) the strengthening of interpersonal 

relationships. Within a growing body of quantitative and qualitative research that have suggested 

that challenge course programs produce positive group-level changes among participants, these 

themes offer unique contributions (e.g., Eatough et al., 2015; Gillis and Speelman, 2008; Stewart 

et al., 2016; Wolfe & Dattilo, 2007). While the theme of increased group sociability served to 

confirm and supplement past studies that have suggested that these programs positively impact 

“group cohesion” (Eatough et al., 2015), the theme of strengthened relationships offers novel 

insight to the growing body of literature. The contributions that these findings offer to the field 

are discussed in detail in the following section.  
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 Enhanced group sociability. Participants most notably and frequently used the term 

sociability in the present study to describe overarching changes in the social dynamic within their 

groups. This term was often used in conjunction with cohesiveness and encompassed the four 

sub-themes of (a) “loosening up”, (b) familiarity, (c) supportiveness, and (d) trust. In the 

empirical psychological literature, sociability appears to be a broad and loosely defined term. For 

instance, while Cheek and Buss (1981) define sociability as “a tendency to affiliate with others 

and to prefer being with others to remaining alone” (p. 330), Gifford (1981) operationally defines 

the concept as “verbal participation in an unstructured group situation” (p. 381). Both definitions 

align with participants’ use of the term in this study; however, participants have used the term 

more broadly than these scholars to describe the general positive changes in social dynamics that 

they recognized as having emerged from the program. This finding aligns with past meta-

analyses of challenge course programs, including Bunting and Donley (2002) and Gillis and 

Speelman (2008), whom have similarly concluded that challenge course programs produced the 

most significant positive changes when used to develop group outcomes, such as group 

effectiveness and cohesion.  

 Group cohesion is a variable that previous researchers exploring the interpersonal 

outcomes of challenge course programs have emphasized and investigated in their studies 

(Eatough et al., 2015; Glass & Benshoff, 2002; Hatch & McCarthy, 2005; Meyer, 2000). 

Eatough et al. (2015) defines this concept as “a sense of unity that transcends individualist 

differences or motives” (p. 69), and researchers have used various quantitative assessments, 

including the Group Environment Questionnaire (GEQ) and the Group Cohesion Evaluation 

Questionnaire (GCEQ) to evaluate this variable (Glass & Benshoff, 2002; Hatch & McCarthy, 

2005; Meyer, 2000). While some researchers, including Eatough et al. (2015), Glass and 

Benshoff (2002), and Hatch and McCarthy (2005) have concluded in their studies that challenge 
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course programs produced positive changes in group cohesion, others, such as Meyer (2000) 

have found non-significant results that suggest that challenge course program do not impact 

group cohesion. Though group cohesiveness is a variable that some participants discussed during 

interviews in the present study, the vast majority of reports of interpersonal changes revolved 

around the broader variable of group sociability and dynamics. In other words, while past 

researchers who have explored interpersonal changes from challenge course programs have 

focused on group cohesion, findings from the present study suggest that group sociability may 

be a more fruitful variable to investigate in future quantitative research. The need for additional 

research on the variable of group sociability is further amplified by current findings that valuable 

intrapersonal changes in communication abilities and confidence are ultimately rooted in these 

interpersonal changes in group dynamics.  

 The subthemes of group sociability that emerged in this study (i.e., ‘loosening up’, 

familiarity, supportiveness, trust) also aligned with the qualitative themes that emerged from past 

mixed method and qualitative studies; albeit to different extents. Most notably, the subtheme of 

trust also emerged from the data of numerous other studies, including Birx et al. (2011), Clem et 

al. (2012), Meyer and Wegner (1998), Stewart et al. (2016). Thus, data from this study provide 

additional evidence to support the relationship between challenge course programs and trust that 

past studies have clearly established. The other subthemes of familiarity, supportiveness and 

‘loosening up’ also emerged as major themes in some, but not all, of the previous studies. The 

theme of increased familiarity, for instance, emerged only in two other studies. First, Birx et al.’s 

(2011) investigation of university faculty who took part in a challenge course-based program 

concluded that the participants saw the program as an opportunity for “getting to know each 

other better, [and] seeing commonalities and differences” (Birx et al., 2011, p. 176) – findings 

that aligned with participants’ responses in the present study. Similarly, Meyer and Wegner’s 
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(1998) investigation also revealed increased familiarity as a theme in their results, with 

participants reporting that the program of interest in their study provided them with an 

opportunity to get to know one another. Furthermore, among the literature that were reviewed for 

this study, the outcome of increased supportiveness was only identified by Wolfe and Dattilo’s 

(2006, 2007) study as a significant theme in their results. Finally, the subtheme of ‘loosening 

up’, where participants reported that the group dynamic moved from formal to informal, aligned 

only with the theme of fun that emerged from Clem et al.’s data (2012).  

 Altogether, although themes related to sociability also emerged from the vast majority of 

qualitative and mixed method research in the challenge course literature, the only subtheme in 

this category that was also confirmed by the majority of previous researchers was trust (Birx et 

al., 2011, Clem et al., 2012, and Stewart et al., 2016). Despite the emergence of these sociability-

related variables in qualitative studies, few quantitative challenge course studies have 

specifically examined these variables beyond “group cohesion.” The identification of increased 

familiarity, supportiveness, and informality as outcomes of the challenge course program in the 

present study further highlights the need for additional research on these variables in the 

challenge course literature. Nonetheless, the findings in the present study regarding group 

sociability further contribute to a growing body of literature that have provided compelling 

evidence that challenge course programs do, indeed, produce positive changes in group 

outcomes.  

 Strengthened relationships. The second category of interpersonal changes that 

participants reported in the present study were changes in their interpersonal relationships with 

(a) their coworkers and (b) their supervisors. Specifically, participants reported that their 

relationships with their coworkers changed from formal and work-oriented to informal and 

friendly over the course of the program, and that building relationships with their supervisors 
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was made possible by the fact that the program “humanized” their Head Residents and 

Coordinators.  

 Within the body of challenge course literature examined for the purposes of the present 

study, only Wolfe and Dattillo (2007) explicitly and extensively discussed enhanced 

relationships as an outcome of the challenge course program that they investigated. Although 

group cohesion was a variable discussed extensively in the literature, few researchers other than 

Wolfe and Dattillo (2007) have pinpointed the variable of participant relationships as changing 

over the course of the program (e.g., Meyer & Wegner, 1998). Nonetheless, Wolfe and Dattillo’s 

(2007) findings regarding enhanced relationships were so clear that they came to the conclusion 

that “enhanced relationships with programme participants was the only specific example 

participants provided of transference from the challenge course to the workplace” (p. 50).  

Indeed, results from the present study confirms Wolfe and Dattillo’s (2007) assertion that 

the “creation of new relationships and deepening of previous relationships” (p. 51) is one the 

most significant outcomes of challenge course programs. Interestingly, the participant quotes that 

Wolfe and Dattillo (2007) cited in their document to support the themes that they identified from 

their data bore a significant resemblance to the participant quotes in the present study.  Take, for 

example, the following quote that Wolfe and Dattillo (2007) cite as an example to support their 

theme of bonding:  

I think you can probably communicate, sort of just tell them how you feel maybe now . . . 

you know, I think it brought a stronger bond with all of us being there together and we 

can talk a little bit more personal with each other. (p. 49)  

 Despite the numerous differences between the programs that were examined in Wolfe 

and Dattillo (2007) and the present study (e.g., participants, length of program), participants 

appeared to have shared similar perspectives on the impact of the program on relationships. 
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Furthermore, as evident in the quote above, Wolfe and Dattillo’s (2007) participants’ responses 

similarly suggest a connection between the strengthening of relationships and changes in 

communication. However, Wolfe and Dattilo do not explicitly discuss this connection in their 

document. Unlike Wolfe and Dattillo (2007), this study connects changes on an intrapersonal 

level, such as communication, back to interpersonal changes including the strengthening of 

relationships, in line with Lewin’s (1947a) theorizing on group dynamics. The insight that key 

changes on an intrapersonal level are ultimately rooted in and connected to changes on an 

interpersonal level is in line with Lewin’s (1947a) theoretical framework that has guided the 

present study, and a unique contribution that this study makes to the challenge course literature.  

 Overall, the results from the present study confirm Wolfe and Dattillo’s (2007) findings 

that changes in relationships between participants may be one of the most significant outcomes 

of challenge course programs. In the decade between Wolfe and Dattillo’s (2007) examination 

and the present study, a growing body of research in the adventure education literature has begun 

to examine strengthened relationships as a product of these programs. Namely, while Cramp 

(2008) qualitatively examined the development of student-teacher relationships on an outdoor 

adventure trip outside of school in their case study, Davidson and Ewert’s (2012) examined the 

impact of a five-day adventure education program on father-son relationships in their mixed-

method study. Additionally, Sammet (2010) explored relationship development between 

adolescent girls who took part in a 2-week adventure education program, while Jostad, Sibthorp, 

and Paisley (2013) used social network analysis to study the relationship structures of small 

groups taking part in National Outdoor Leadership School (NOLS) courses.  

Findings regarding coworker and supervisor-staff relationships in the present study points 

to a need for research on this topic to be extended to participant groups that work together. 

Furthermore, although the body of literature on participant relationship development has grown 
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in recent years within the adventure education literature, few studies exist that have had scholars 

address this theme in the challenge course literature; therefore, fellow challenge course 

researchers should follow adventure education researchers in examining this valuable program 

outcome, and build on the qualitative findings from the present study.  

Challenge Course Programs & Intrapersonal Change  

 The main categories of intrapersonal change that participants described in the present 

study fell into four main categories, including: (a) communication, (b) confidence, (c) challenged 

boundaries, and (d) insights that emerged. The changes that participants reported regarding 

communication and confidence were clearer and more notable than the latter two of these 

intrapersonal changes, and previous literature similarly reflects this pattern. In the following 

section, the thematic categories of communication and confidence will be emphasized and 

connected to past findings.    

 Improved communication. Participants’ reports of improvements in the level of 

communication were the most frequently discussed form of intrapersonal change that resulted 

from the program. Specifically, participants representative of various groups reported that team 

members who had struggled to “speak up” in group discussions prior to the program had begun 

doing so more frequently during and following the program. Findings from previous qualitative 

studies exploring participants’ perceptions of changes that emerged from challenge course 

programs largely align with participants’ perceptions in the current study, albeit to different 

extents. Namely, qualitative data from Stewart et al.’s (2016) mixed method study of a youth 

sport team taking part in a full-day challenge course program revealed an increase in 

communication and interaction as one of six main themes the scholars found. Much like 

participants’ reports in the present study, Stewart et al. (2016) reported that respondents “noticed 

an increase in interaction and communication from more withdrawn [participants] during the 
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intervention” (p. 8). Additionally, participants from Stewart et al.’s (2016) study shared that the 

improvements in communication directly translated into enhanced overall performance in their 

team – an assertion that participants in this study also made.  

 However, not all qualitative studies that identified communication as one of its major 

themes reported that the improvements were sustained. For example, while Wolfe and Dattilo 

(2006) reported effectiveness of communication as one of the major themes they found (i.e., 

participants shared that their communication improved over the course of the program), the 

researchers also concluded that their “findings suggested that improvements in communication in 

the workplace were not clearly recognized results” (p. 126). This is in contrast to the vast 

majority of participant reports in the present study, which suggested that improvements in their 

communication were sustained in the weeks following the program.  

It is also important to note, however, that there were some participants in this study, such 

as returning Don Liz, who shared that their teams continued to face similar challenges in 

communication following the program. The largely dissimilar findings between the present study 

and Wolfe and Dattillo (2006) may be rooted in the fact that Wolfe and Dattillo (2006) only 

investigated a single team participating in a challenge course program, while the present study 

examined participants who experienced the same program within different teams. Furthermore, 

the challenges that the team in Wolfe and Dattillo’s (2006) study faced seemed to directly 

contrast challenges that participants reported in the present study. While the team that Wolfe and 

Dattillo (2006) investigated struggled with having “multiple people talking at the same time 

[which] was marked by chaos and disorganization” (p. 135), participants in the present study, 

such as incoming Don Harry, shared that they struggled with not having enough team members 

“speak up.”  
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 In general, past qualitative studies and the present study together suggest that challenge 

course programs may facilitate some level of change in communication amongst participants. 

Nevertheless, it is interesting that no quantitative findings in the challenge course literature that 

was accessible for the purposes of the present study examined improved communication as a 

dependent variable. Gillis and Speelman’s (2008) comprehensive meta-analysis included studies 

that examined a wide variety of outcome variables from self-efficacy to academic measures, but 

none of the 137 studies that they included addressed communication as an outcome. The only 

quantitative study that examined a construct remotely related to communication was Conley et 

al.’s (2007) research, who concluded that feelings of involvement in the classroom increased 

amongst those students who took part in a challenge course program. Given that several 

qualitative studies to date, including the present, have identified improved communication as an 

outcome of challenge course programs, future researchers conducting quantitative studies on 

challenge course programs are well advised to examine communication as an outcome variable. 

 Another theme that may be worthy of further investigation is the connection between 

increased group sociability and improvements in communication during challenge course 

programs. The perspectives that participants shared in the present study revealed that 

improvements in communication during the program were rooted in the positive changes in 

group sociability and relational dynamics that also emerged during the program. Furthermore, 

the connection between sociability and communication is also inherent in Gifford’s (1981) 

operational definition of sociability as “verbal participation in an unstructured group situation” 

(p. 381). Nonetheless, few, if any, challenge course studies to date have drawn connections 

between these two outcome variables of challenge course programs. Future researchers 

conducting qualitative research on these programs could build on this study’s findings and 

further explore how changes in group sociability that occur during challenge course programs 
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relate to intrapersonal-level changes in participants’ willingness and ability to communicate with 

their fellow team members.  

 Increased confidence. Participants’ confidence in their abilities was another context 

within which participants reported positive change resulting from participating in the program. 

This finding aligns with the large body of literature that have examined the impact of challenge 

course programs on participants’ self-efficacy, which Bandura (1997) defines as individuals’ 

belief in their own ability to organize and execute the actions necessary to attain their objectives. 

Though participants in this study elected to use the term confidence to describe this concept, the 

meaning that they ascribed to it largely aligned with Bandura’s (1997) definition of self-efficacy.  

 Self-efficacy is one of the outcomes of challenge course programs that have received the 

most empirical attention in the literature (e.g., Eatough et al., 2015, Odello et al., 2008, etc.). 

Along with the related concept of self-esteem, this intrapersonal characteristic was one of the 

most commonly examined outcome constructs within the wide body of literature that Gillis and 

Speelman (2008) analyzed for their meta-analysis. Together, self-esteem and self-efficacy were 

examined in 27 of the articles that they analyzed, whereas the second most frequently examined 

construct – group dynamics – was studied in 14 empirical research projects. The prevalence of 

research on this outcome construct is unsurprising, considering that the enhancement of self-

efficacy is one of the main objectives of adventure education programs in theory (Priest, 1999).  

 Two of the relatively recent quantitative studies that have examined self-efficacy as an 

outcome of challenge course programs include Odello et al. (2008) and Eatough et al. (2015), 

where these scholars all concluded that the program they investigated led to statistically 

significant increases in participants’ self-efficacy. This aligns with findings from the present 

study that the challenge course program of interest facilities increases in participants’ confidence 

during and after the program. Similar to this study, Odello et al. (2008) also examined a sample 
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of university students taking part in a half-day program, although the program that they studied 

only consisted of low rope activities. Results from their quasi-experiment suggested that 

participants’ experienced a significant increase in both leadership efficacy and work efficacy 

following the program, which align with participants’ reports in this study that their confidence 

in their leadership and work capacity increased as a result of this program, as discussed in 

chapter four (see page 152).  

 Qualitative and quantitative findings from mixed method studies similarly concluded that 

challenge course programs may have a positive impact on participants’ self-efficacy (Clem et al., 

2012; Cordle et al., 2016). For instance, while their quantitative data suggested that abstinence 

self-efficacy significantly increased following the challenge course program among their sample 

of drug and alcohol-dependent participants, Clem et al.’s (2012) qualitative data confirmed those 

findings and revealed increases in self-confidence as a main theme. Similarly, quantitative data 

from Cordle et al.’s (2016) mixed method study of university students taking part in a high ropes 

program revealed that generalized and task-specific self-efficacy significantly increased 

following the program, and their qualitative data confirmed and supplemented those findings. 

Altogether, this study’s findings support and extend those of past quantitative and mixed method 

studies regarding self-efficacy development within challenge course programs, and run counter 

to findings from studies, such as Stadler and Kotze (2006), scholars who suggest that challenge 

course programs do not impact participants’ self-efficacy.  

 Challenged boundaries. In theory, scholars suggest that adventure education programs 

facilitate enhanced self-efficacy because they provide participants with an opportunity to 

overcome challenges and overcome self-imposed limitations on their capacities (Priest, 1999). 

Several studies, including Goldenberg et al. (2000) and Meyer and Wegner (1998), similarly 

articulated that participants’ increased confidence resulting from the program were due to the 
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opportunity to challenge their boundaries. In this study, however, although some participants’ 

very briefly shared that challenging their boundaries facilitated some increases in their 

confidence, they were more inclined to describe increases in their confidence as being a result of 

increases in the levels of trust that they had for their team members, and trust that they felt was 

reciprocated to them from their peers. In other words, similar to their perspectives on enhanced 

communication, participants’ also shared that increases in their confidence were rooted in 

changes related to group sociability and relational dynamics. Future researchers are well advised 

to build on these findings and explore the connection between changes in group dynamics and 

changes in participants’ confidence and self-efficacy within challenge course programs.  

 Although participants’ reports of challenged boundaries were not directly connected to 

the perceived changes in their confidence, their experience of challenging their boundaries 

during the program was a frequently discussed theme during interviews. Results from Human’s 

(2006) phenomenological study of graduate students participating in a challenge course program 

similarly revealed students challenging of physical and psychological boundaries as one of the 

major themes that emerged. Beyond simply identifying the experience of challenged boundaries 

as an outcome, however, results from the present study further suggest that challenged 

boundaries facilitated a change in participants’ understanding and application of the challenge by 

choice and growing edge philosophies. Respondents discussed these concepts as being a critical 

value within their organization, as they provided a framework within which resilience could be 

promoted.  

 Within the adventure education literature, the growing edge concept has been discussed 

as stretch zone experiences (Panicucci, 2007) or as edgework (Nadler, 1995). These theories 

share the basic assumption that when participants move beyond their comfort zone, growth 

occurs (Nadler, 1995; Paniccuci, 2007). However, this assumption has received significant 
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criticism in the adventure education literature over the past two decades, with scholars asserting 

that the concept is based on flawed theoretical underpinnings and problematic assumptions 

(Brown, 2008; Davis-Berman & Berman, 2002; Leberman & Martin, 2002; Wallia, 2008). 

Nonetheless, findings from the present study illuminate the utility of the growing edge concept 

when coupled with the challenge by choice philosophy, as participants suggested that together, 

these philosophies promote resilience – a characteristic that was much needed within the difficult 

role of RLS. In addition to continuing the debate regarding the utility of these concepts, future 

adventure education scholars could turn their attention towards examining the utility of these 

philosophies for promoting valuable characteristics among participants such as resilience.  

 Transferable skills and life effectiveness. Another subset of the challenge course 

literature that has examined participants’ confidence as an outcome is the body of literature that 

have assessed the impact of challenge course programs on participants’ life effectiveness (Flood 

et al., 2009). Self-confidence is one of the eight domains of life effectiveness, with the others 

assessing various transferable skills that include time management, social competence, 

achievement motivation, intellectual flexibility, task leadership, emotional control, and active 

initiative (Flood et al., 2009). Bloemhoff (2016), Flood et al. (2009), and Schary et al. (2015) all 

assessed the impact of challenge course programs on participants’ self-assessment of the concept 

and found that the program facilitated statistically significant increases in their overall life 

effectiveness.  

 Although participants in this study did not clearly identify many of the life effectiveness 

domains other than self-confidence as outcomes of the program, some did reveal that they 

witnessed an increase in their colleagues’ capacity for task leadership as a result of their 

enhanced confidence from the program. Additionally, some participants reported that they had 

experienced moments of unfreezing in the program during which they gained insights regarding 
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transferable skills such as time management and social competence. For example, returning Don 

Lisa shared that witnessing others dissimilar perspectives helped her realize the importance of 

trying to understand others’ different viewpoints (i.e., related to social competence). 

Furthermore, incoming Don Theresa shared that she developed insight regarding the importance 

of prioritizing following a low rope activity (i.e., time management). Although results from the 

present study provide some additional understanding regarding how challenge course programs 

can facilitate changes in participants’ life effectiveness and transferable skills, more qualitative 

research into this topic is necessary in order to articulate the ‘why’ behind Bloemhoff (2016), 

Flood et al. (2009), and Schary et al.’s (2015) quantitative findings.  

 Job performance. Finally, participants’ responses in the present study also suggested 

that altogether, the positive changes that the program facilitated ultimately led to increases in 

their job performance. Though no study reviewed for the purposes of this study directly 

examined the impact of a challenge course program on participants’ performance in their work 

following the program, Birx et al.’s (2011) exploration of the impact of a challenge course 

program on a group of faculty in a nursing program revealed that the program facilitated 

statistically significant increases in job satisfaction. In light of the lack of empirical research on 

the impact of challenge course programs on participants’ work performance, a significant 

amount of empirical work could be to draw more understanding regarding this subject, despite 

the positive results that the present study revealed.  

Elements of Challenge Course Programs That Facilitate Change  

 Participants in the present study identified five themes related to the characteristics of the 

program that facilitated change (i.e., change of atmosphere, informal atmosphere, 

encouragement, timing, and challenge), and three themes related to its components (i.e., goal 

setting, facilitation, and the full program). The majority of these themes align with findings from 
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past research in the adventure education and challenge course literature; however, some of the 

themes that emerged are also unique within the literature and provide potential alternative 

pathways for future research. The field of literature that have examined the elements of 

adventure education and challenge course programs that facilitate change are, nonetheless, scant 

and grounded in theory and assumptions (McKenzie, 2000). Therefore, findings from the present 

study provide the field with much-needed insights regarding participants’ perceptions of this 

subject.  

 Change of atmosphere. Participants in the present study identified the novel, unfamiliar 

environment and change of atmosphere that the challenge course program provided as one of its 

characteristics that facilitated positive change. This is finding is unique within the challenge 

course literature on this topic; however, scholars examining elements of adventure education 

programs in general that facilitate change have yielded comparable results. Namely, McKenzie’s 

(2000) review of existing adventure education literature on program characteristics that 

contribute to positive outcomes also identified the unfamiliar physical environment as a critical 

characteristic. Similarly, Ewert and Sibthorp’s (2014) review also identified the novelty of the 

outdoor environment as a characteristic inherent in adventure education programs that are well-

suited to producing positive outcomes. Together, McKenzie’s (2000) and Ewert and Sibthorp’s 

(2014) reviews confirm this study’s conclusion that the change of atmosphere produced by 

challenge course programs may be a critical characteristic that facilitates change.  

 Encouragement. The encouragement that participants offered one another throughout 

the program was also discussed amongst informants as one of the critical characteristics of the 

program that facilitated various interpersonal (i.e., sociability, relationships) and intrapersonal 

(i.e., confidence, communication) changes. Findings from past research in the adventure 

education and challenge course literature support these results. Witman’s (1995) study, which 
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examined characteristics of adventure-based programming valued by participants, similarly 

concluded that participants placed significant value on the experience of assisting others and 

receiving others’ support during adventure programs. In fact, participants in Witman’s (1995) 

study reported valuing these experiences more than the content pieces (e.g., activities) of the 

program themselves. Furthermore, Wu et al.’s (2013) review of past literature and subsequent 

study also identified social support and empowerment as one of the characteristics of the 

challenge course program experience that most directly benefits participants. In line with these 

past studies, participants in this study also frequently discussed the social support and 

encouragement that they received during the program as significantly valuable, and critical to 

facilitating the changes that they experienced.  

 Challenge. The challenging nature of the activities in the challenge course program was 

also discussed amongst participants in the present study as a characteristic of the program that 

played a fundamental role in facilitating the changes that occurred. Scholars have also 

corroborated these findings in existing literature (Ewert & Sibthorp, 2014; McKenzie, 2000; 

Witman, 1995; Wu et al., 2013). First, challenge emerged as one of the main characteristics 

inherent in adventure education programs that may facilitate positive outcomes in Ewert and 

Sibthorp’s (2014) review. Similarly, McKenzie’s (2000) review identified challenge-based 

activities that are sequential, holistic, and suitable to participants’ needs as one of the main 

categories of adventure education program characteristics that have been linked to positive 

outcomes. Witman’s (1995) study similarly revealed that being able to take risks to meet 

challenges as one of the adventure education program characteristics that are most valued by 

participants. Finally, although Wu et al.’s (2013) study did not explicitly include challenge as a 

program characteristic that facilitated positive outcomes, the related concepts of a sense of 

mission and encouraging adventure were discussed. In sum, the frequency with which challenge 
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emerged as an influential program element both within the present study and past research 

suggest that this may be a characteristic that is fundamental to whether challenge course 

programs can facilitate positive changes amongst participants.  

 Facilitation. Participants in the present study provided clear and concrete examples of 

moments during the program when program facilitators made critical decisions that led to 

positive interpersonal and intrapersonal changes. Facilitators that are effective and responsive to 

participants’ needs also emerged in McKenzie’s (2000) review as one of the main categories of 

adventure education program characteristics that have been linked to positive changes. Similarly, 

Wu et al. (2013) also identified the role of the facilitator as being one of the key components of 

challenge course programs that promote positive outcomes. Together, past and present research 

suggest that the decisions that facilitators make during challenge course programs may play a 

key role in influencing whether participants can acquire positive outcomes from the program.    

 Full program. Instances of moving and change were reported throughout all three of the 

main components of the challenge course program in this study (i.e., initiatives, low ropes, high 

ropes). Moreover, participants explicitly discussed the necessity of all three of these central 

program components for facilitating a comprehensive experience from which they yielded 

positive outcomes. In line with these findings, meta-analyses that have been conducted in the 

challenge course literature have similarly illuminated the importance of a complete program in 

order to maximize the likelihood that participants acquire positive outcomes from the experience. 

While Bunting and Donley’s (2002) earlier meta-analysis revealed that longer challenge course 

programs were more likely to be effective, Gillis and Speelman’s (2008) meta-analysis directly 

revealed that programs that had both low and high rope elements were more likely to facilitate 

desired outcomes among participants than programs that only included low rope elements. Wu et 

al. (2013) revealed comparable results, which ultimately prompted their suggestion for challenge 
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course practitioners to “present a comprehensive program starting with warm-up activities and 

ending with debriefing and reflection” (p. 219).  

 However, along with Witman (1995), Wu et al. (2013) also concluded that the 

characteristics of adventure education and challenge course programs, such as social support, 

were more directly connected to the beneficial outcomes than the actual components and 

activities of these programs (e.g., low ropes). Findings from the present study differ from these 

conclusions, and instead support the notion that both program characteristics and components 

facilitate positive changes amongst participants. In sum, past and present findings together 

suggest that all three of the main program components (in addition to various program 

characteristics) are imperative to their effectiveness, and that full and comprehensive programs 

are more likely to facilitate beneficial outcomes than those that are missing one of the three 

components.  

 Unique contributions. The present study also identified three program characteristics 

and components that have received little, if any, scholarly attention within the body of challenge 

course and adventure education literature that was reviewed for the purposes of the current study. 

Future research could build on these findings and begin to examine the impact of these program 

elements on participants. The identification of these three program elements as being critical to 

facilitating positive change constitute one of the unique contributions that this study offers to the 

literature, and these elements include: (a) the program’s informal atmosphere, which manifested 

as fun and humour, (b) the timing of the program, and (c) the goal setting portion of the program.  

 Informal atmosphere. The present study identified the informal atmosphere that 

participants reported experiencing during the program as one of the key characteristics that 

facilitated change in their groups’ sociability and in their interpersonal relationship over the 

course of the program. Neither of the past literature reviews (e.g., McKenzie, 2000) or empirical 
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studies (e.g., Wu et al., 2013) in the challenge course or adventure education literature identified 

this program characteristic as being key to facilitating positive program outcomes. This is 

surprising, considering the frequency with which participants discussed the importance of this 

program characteristic, which promoted a sense of fun and humour, for facilitating changes in 

group dynamics and interpersonal relationships in the present study. However, there is some 

evidence from the past decade that researchers have began to turn their attention towards 

exploring whether fun, humour, and informality impact participants in challenge course 

programs. 

 For example, Rothwell, Sibarath, Bell, Nguyen, and Baker (2011) used an ethnographic 

research design to examine how a group participating in a challenge course program used 

humour and ‘joking culture’ to build social relationships and regulate group dynamics. Findings 

from Rothwell et al.’s (2011) study align with participants’ reports of how they perceived 

humour to impact group sociability and relationships in the present study, and provide additional 

insight into the importance of humour within challenge course programs in general. Nonetheless, 

Rothwell et al. (2011) conclude that “yet more research is needed to understand how humour is 

connected to small group culture” (p. 351), and that this research would valuable for 

understanding how humour can be used as a tool for enhancing group processes during challenge 

course programs. The results of the current study provide additional data to support Rothwell et 

al.’s (2011) conclusions and add to the scant body of literature on this subject. Future challenge 

course researchers could continue to utilize various research designs, including quantitative 

analysis, to explore how humour, fun, and an informal atmosphere within adventure education 

programs can facilitate group and relationship development.  

 Program timing. Another program characteristic that the present study identified as 

playing a role in facilitating positive change among participants was the timing of the program. 
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This was also a unique finding within the challenge course and adventure education literature. 

Reports of how timing impacted program outcomes in this study are complex – some participants 

shared that the timing of the program was successful, while others speculated that a different 

timing of the program would have facilitated even greater changes among participants. Most 

notably, some participants drew on Tuckman’s (1965) framework of group development to 

speculate that the challenge course program would have been more impactful for teams if it had 

occurred during the ‘storming’ phase, as it would have provided teams with an opportunity to 

cultivate sociability at a time when it was most needed. However, no other study to date that was 

reviewed for the purposes of this study has drawn on Tuckman’s (1965) framework of group 

development to explore the complexity of how the timing of a challenge course program can 

impact participants. Findings from future studies that choose to explore this intriguing research 

question may have significant implications for organizations that invest in challenge course 

programs for the purposes of team development.  

 Goal setting.  Finally, participants’ responses suggested that the goal setting section of 

the program was one of the major program components that played a notable role in facilitating 

positive change. The only other researchers in the challenge course literature who made brief 

mention of goal setting as an important program element for facilitating change was Meyer and 

Wegner (1998), who conducted a qualitative investigation of a challenge course program 

experienced by a youth sports team. They found that the goal setting that facilitators encouraged 

participants to do as they attempted initiative and high ropes elements provided participants with 

a chance to experience a sense of accomplishment, which, in turn, facilitated an increase in their 

confidence and concentration. 

 Unlike Meyer and Wegner (1998), however, findings from the present study instead 

suggest that the goal-setting component of the program appeared to finalize the process of 
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unfreezing among participants, where the areas in which participants were ready for change were 

identified, verbalized, and agreed upon. Although few previous studies have examined the 

importance goal setting in this perspective, the existing research, including McKenzie (2000) and 

Wu et al. (2013), similarly concluded that the extent to which participants are ready for, willing 

to, and expecting change have a major impact on whether positive change actually occurs over 

the course of the program. These findings illuminate the relevance of the unfreezing component 

of Lewin’s (1947a) framework for understanding the change process in challenge course 

programs. In the following section, the utility of Lewin’s (1947) theory of planned change as a 

theoretical framework in challenge course research will be further discussed.  

Utility of Lewin’s Theory of Planned Change as a Theoretical Framework  

 In addition to identifying various program outcomes and elements that have received 

little empirical attention in past research, the outcomes of the present study are also unique 

within the literature because of its use of Lewin’s (1947a) theory of planned change as a 

theoretical framework. Although scholars tend to emphasize Lewin’s (1947a) three-step model 

when considering his theory of planned change, other elements of Lewin’s (1947a) framework 

(i.e., field theory and group dynamics) are also important to recognize and draw upon (Burnes, 

2004; Cummings et al., 2013). Therefore, this section will include a discussion of the utility of 

Lewin’s (1947a) three-step model for understanding the process of change within challenge 

course programs, followed by an examination of the congruency between the other elements of 

Lewin’s (1947a) theory and the findings of the present study.  

 Lewin’s three-step model. As evident in the above-mentioned results of this study, these 

findings differ from those of previous qualitative studies in its consideration of participants’ 

readiness for change prior to the program (i.e., unfreezing) and the sustainment of those changes 

following the program (i.e., freezing). Although the actual program outcomes that emerged from 
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participants’ responses largely aligned with those of past studies, such as Wolfe and Dattillo 

(2006; 2007) and Human (2006), understanding the relationship between those outcomes through 

the lens of a coherent theoretical model allowed for a more sophisticated understanding of the 

process of change (Baldwin et al., 2004). Rather than simply identifying the changes that 

emerged from the program, Lewin’s (1947a) model facilitated a consideration of the key factors 

that influenced participants prior to and following the effort for planned change. These 

considerations are in line with the findings and recommendations of previous literature in the 

field of adventure education and challenge course research.  

 Unfreezing. Participants’ readiness for change, which is emphasized in the first stage of 

Lewin’s (1947a) three-step model, was also discussed among scholars examining program 

characteristics that facilitate positive outcomes as a critical consideration (McKenzie, 2000; Wu 

et al., 2013). McKenzie’s (2000) review of past literature identified the expectations and past 

experiences of participants as one of the six key categories of program characteristics that have 

been linked to positive outcomes, and suggest that “high expectations provide the motivation 

necessary for participants to benefit from an adventure education program” (p. 25). Similarly, 

Wu et al. (2013) discussed participants’ intentions, expectations, and willingness to change as 

one of the three main categories of program elements they found to facilitate beneficial outcomes 

in challenge course programs. Their results also suggested that participants’ expectations and 

willingness to change influenced the way they experienced the program, which subsequently 

affected the extent to which they acquired beneficial outcomes from the program (Wu et al., 

2013). Together, these findings suggest that it is important to consider participants’ readiness for 

change (i.e., unfreezing) when exploring the process of change that occurs within challenge 

course programs.  
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 In the context of the present study, analyzing participants’ reflections of their experiences 

prior to the challenge course program through the lens of Lewin’s (1947a) perspective of 

unfreezing resulted in the identification of four specific areas in which a readiness for change 

was evident (i.e., need for group sociability, relationship development, resilience, and improved 

communication). Further analyses revealed that participants’ readiness for change in these four 

areas were generally rooted in the challenging and often-demanding nature of their role. 

Ultimately, the areas in which participants reported a readiness for change were also directly 

connected to the areas in which moving occurred during the program. In all, utilizing Lewin’s 

(1947a) theory of unfreezing as a theoretical framework in this study prompted the crucial 

consideration of participants’ readiness for change, and uncovered important insights regarding 

how the process of change unfolded over the course of the program.     

 Freezing. Scholars also recognize that much of the value of adventure education and 

challenge course programs rest on their ability to facilitate sustainable, positive change (Hatch & 

McCarthy, 2005; Priest, 1999). As a result, adventure education and challenge course 

practitioners have continued to draw on the language of learning transfer (i.e., where skills 

acquired during a program are applied in a different situation) to justify the value of their 

programs (Furman & Sibthorp, 2012; Gass, 1999b; Marchand & Banks, 2015). The problem, as 

numerous scholars have pointed out in past decades, is that the concept of transfer often fails to 

capture the dynamic nature of learning (Larsen-Freeman, 2013), and is “difficult to investigate 

and perplexingly controversial” (Packer, 2001, p. 493).  

 Indeed, little, if any, research in the challenge course literature have directly drawn on the 

framework of learning transfer to examine the long-term outcomes of these programs. Instead, 

quantitative studies that have empirically examined long-term outcomes have simply collected 

follow-up assessments of the same constructs that were initially measured following the program 
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of interest (e.g., group cohesion, self-efficacy; Birx et al., 2011; Hatch and McCarthy, 2005; 

Odello et al., 2008; Schary et al.’s, 2015). In other words, these researchers measured whether 

the positive change that participants reported immediately following were sustained over a 

specific time period (e.g., six weeks; Odello et al., 2008). Thus, it appears that Lewin’s (1947a) 

framework of freezing, which emphasizes the sustainment of change, may be better aligned with 

the perspectives and assumptions of these studies than the framework of learning transfer.  

 Interestingly, all but one (i.e., Odello et al., 2008) of the quantitative studies with follow-

up data that were reviewed for the purposes of this study revealed that the positive changes 

following the program were not sustained over a period of several months (Birx et al., 2011; 

Hatch and McCarthy, 2005; Schary et al.’s, 2015). This would have been unsurprising to Lewin, 

who articulated that “a change toward a higher level of group performance is frequently short 

lived; after a ‘shot in the arm’, group life soon returns to the previous level” (Lewin, 1947a, p. 

228). The freezing stage of Lewin’s (1947a) three-step model specifically emphasizes the 

permanency of the change, which he states should be a critical objective of any change initiative 

(Lewin, 1947a, 1947b). Therefore, it is important for challenge course researchers to continue to 

draw on Lewin’s (1947a) framework to explore how the process of freezing occurs, and how 

permanency in the change is established after the commencement of the program.  

 Results from the present case study provide some insight into the issue. Although 

individual differences existed in participants’ perspectives, their responses generally indicated 

that the interpersonal changes that they experienced during the program (i.e., enhanced group 

sociability and strengthened relationships) were mostly sustained in the weeks following the 

program. These interpersonal changes further facilitated the sustainment of the intrapersonal 

changes that also occurred, where participants generally shared that they continued to experience 

an increased ease with which they could communicate with their coworkers following the 
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program. Furthermore, several participants shared that the changes that they perceived in their 

group dynamic and interpersonal relationships within Residence Life helped to sustain the 

increases in confidence that they experienced during the program. Overall, Lewin’s (1947a) 

theory of planned change provided a framework within which these sustained changes can be 

understood and discussed. However, this study’s findings are limited by the fact that data were 

only collected at various points between two weeks and three months following the program. 

Additional research is needed to further explore the process of how the process of freezing 

occurs over a longer period of time, and future researchers would be well-advised to collect data 

over a longer follow-up period, as in Meyer and Wegner (1998).  

 Previous research employing Lewin’s three-step model. Few, if any, other studies in the 

previous literature have also utilized Lewin’s (1947a) theory of planned change to examine the 

process of change that occurs within adventure education programs, with the exception of Meyer 

and Wegner (1998), who were the first scholars to do so. There were, however, some notable 

differences between Meyer and Wegner (1998) and the present study. Specifically, Meyer and 

Wegner (1998) utilized a different research design, where they conducted interviews three and 

nine months following the program, as well as having used a grounded theory methodology to 

identify Lewin’s (1947a) framework as being compatible with their results. Furthermore, there 

were some differences between the cases of interest, where the program that Meyer and 

Wegner’s (1998) investigated was eight hours long, and included participants who were a 

members of a girls’ high school tennis team.  

 Nevertheless, their findings largely aligned with those of the present study. Increases in 

confidence similarly emerged as an intrapersonal-level change that occurred over the course of 

the program, as did increases in ‘team cohesion’, which is a construct that was discussed as two 

separate outcome variables in the present study (i.e., group sociability and interpersonal 
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relationships; Meyer & Wegner, 1998). Most significantly, Meyer and Wegner (1998) drew on 

Lewin’s (1947a) framework in a similar way as the researcher of the present study to analyze the 

process of change that participants experienced in the program. They comparably discussed 

participants’ readiness for change prior to the program as unfreezing, the actual process of 

change during the program as moving, and the sustainment of those changes in the months 

following the program as freezing (Meyer and Wegner, 1998). In conclusion, Meyer and Wegner 

(1998) assert utilizing this theory as a theoretical framework for understanding the process of 

change in adventure education warrants further investigation. The present study strived to realize 

Meyer and Wegner’s (1998) proposal, and the results similarly confirmed their finding that 

Lewin’s (1947a) theory that change is a deliberate three-step process is “the theoretical 

perspective that best explains the process through which [challenge course] outcomes are 

achieved” (p. 262).  

 In sum, the findings from the present study and conclusions from previous literature 

together suggest that Lewin’s (1947a) three-step framework of change, which considers 

participants’ readiness for change and the sustainment of those changes, is a well-suited model to 

understanding the process of change that occurs within adventure education and challenge course 

programs. Additional research should continue to build on this study’s results and those of 

Meyer and Wegner’s (1998) study, as there is a significant need in the adventure education 

literature for theory-based studies that integrate and build on past research work (Baldwin et al., 

2004; Ewert & Sibthorp, 2014). However, there are also other critical elements of Lewin’s 

(1947a) theory of planned change that past researchers and scholars, including Meyer and 

Wegner (1998), have paid little, if any, attention to (Cummings et al., 2016). Findings from this 

study also address this gap in the literature and confirm Lewin’s (1947a) theories on field theory 

and group dynamics.  
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 Field theory and group dynamics. Lewin’s (1946a, 1947b) theories on change have 

been widely influential and discussed in the literature – so much so that he is often discussed as 

the “father of [the field of] change management” (Cummings et al., 2016). However, in a 

reappraisal of Lewin’s work, Cummings et al. (2016) point out the issue that although the vast 

majority of scholars emphasize his three-step model when discussing his framework on change, 

it was, in fact, only a brief aside in his work (Lewin, 1947a, 1947b). His writing on field theory 

and group dynamics, on the other hand, dominate much of his work, yet few scholars have paid 

attention to these fundamental pillars of his theory of change (Cummings et al., 2016; Lewin, 

1947a, 1947b). To address this significant gap in the scholarly literature, the following section 

will discuss the alignment between the present study’s findings and Lewin’s (1947a, 1947b) 

writing on field theory and group dynamics, ultimately supporting Cummings et al.’s (2016) 

assertion that drawing on the other foundations of Lewin’s (1947a) theory can, indeed, “support 

and inspire new thinking” (p. 53).  

 Field theory. Lewin (1947a, 1947b) stresses that individual behaviours are usually a 

function of the larger group environment in which individuals are a part of what is referred to as 

the ‘field’. This is perhaps one of the least understood elements of Lewin’s theory on change, 

which is likely due to the complexity of the concept (Burnes, 2004). The ‘field’ that Lewin 

discusses (i.e., group life) is in a continuous state of change and adaptation, although a general 

rhythm and pattern to the group processes, in addition to periods of relative stability, also, 

paradoxically, exists – a concept he calls the ‘quasi-stationary equilibrium’ (Burnes, 2004; 

Lewin, 1947a, 1947b). The basic notion that Lewin (1947a) appears to advocate is that group life 

is “never without change” (p. 199). Indeed, the results of this study confirmed Lewin’s (1947a) 

assertion – although participants largely shared that they experienced and witnessed positive 

changes as a result of the program, their groups continued to face challenges in the weeks 
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following, which often involved changes in the opposite direction. In light of these findings and 

those of past studies reviewed in this chapter, the foundational concept that groups are constantly 

changing may also provide some explanation into why few studies have concluded that the 

changes facilitated by challenge course programs have been shown long-term sustainment (e.g., 

Hatch &McCarthy, 2005). This further prompts the important question of how these programs 

can facilitate sustainable changes among participants that can attain permanency in spite of the 

constant fluctuations and changes within groups, where “the new force field [is] made relatively 

secure against [further] change” (Lewin, 1947a, p. 229).  

 Lewin’s (1947a) original writing, and those of later scholars who built on his work, may 

provide some potential avenues for further exploration. First, Lewin suggests that identifying, 

plotting, and establishing the potency of the forces that facilitate or inhibit change within groups 

may provide some insight into why the sustainment of change may be difficult (Burnes, 2004; 

Lewin, 1947a). Further, the lack of permanency in change may be rooted in the absence, or lack, 

of clear unfreezing among participants prior to the change effort (Lewin, 1947a; Nistelrooij, 

2018). Additionally, Lewin’s (1947a) action research suggested that making a commitment to a 

group decision for change strengthened the process of freezing, as individuals have a tendency to 

“stick to [their] decisions…and commitment to [their] group” (p. 232).  

Future researchers would be well advised to explore whether group decisions that are 

made during adventure education programs would enhance the sustainment of change, and 

practitioners may benefit from this strategy. Finally, Lewin (1947a) also asserts that “one of the 

causes of resistance to change lies in the relation between the individual and the value of group 

standards” (p. 234). Thus, emphasizing changes in group standards and dynamics may maximize 

the extent to which changes are sustained – another theme in Lewin’s (1947a) theorizing that 

will be discussed in the following section.  
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 Group dynamics. Another core piece of Lewin’s (1947a) theory on change is that group 

behaviours, rather than those of individuals, should be the focus of change, as individuals are 

always constrained by group pressures to conform. Lewin (1947a, 1947b) articulates that 

individuals will resist changes as long as group standards are unchanged; thus, it is fruitless to 

concentrate of attempting to change individuals. Interestingly, this concept was clearly reflected 

in the results of the present study. Participants shared that the clearest changes that occurred on 

an intrapersonal level (i.e., communication and confidence) were largely rooted in changes that 

occurred on an interpersonal level; namely, in the social dynamics of their group and the nature 

of their interpersonal relationships with one another. In line with Lewin’s (1947a) assertions, 

group-level changes were perceived as being more influential than individual-level changes; in 

fact, the changes in group dynamics were perceived as directly facilitating their changes in 

communication and confidence. Lewin’s (1947a) perspective on the centrality of group dynamics 

also aligns with the findings from other scholars in the challenge course literature. For example, 

Gillis and Speelman’s (2008) meta-analysis concluded that challenge course programs were 

more likely to successfully facilitate positive change when used to address group outcomes.  

 In summary of Lewin’s (1947) views of group dynamics, Cummings et al. (2016) affirms 

that “when studying change, the unit of analysis must be a group, not the individual (as 

psychology might direct us), the organization (as modern management studies wants to think) or 

wider society (as may be the want of the sociologist)” (p. 51). Indeed, future challenge course 

and adventure education researchers may uncover a more complete understanding of the process 

of change that may occur within these programs if the unit of analysis becomes the group. This 

notion can have significant implications on research design (e.g., data collection through focus 

groups, as in the present study), data analysis, and ultimately, the findings and theories within the 

field.  
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 In all, the conclusions that were presented throughout this section illustrate that the often-

ignored elements of Lewin’s (1947a) framework on planned change (i.e., field theory and group 

dynamics) also align with the findings and literature within the field of adventure education and 

challenge course research. Furthermore, examining the present study’s results through the lens of 

these elements of Lewin’s (1947a) theory indeed facilitated new insights and inspired new ways 

of thinking about the process of change that can occur within these programs. The utilization of 

these rarely discussed elements of Lewin’s framework within the context of adventure education 

may be one of the most significant contributions that this study offers to the literature. 

Additionally, this discussion further affirms the appropriateness of Lewin’s (1947a) theory of 

planned change as a theoretical framework for understanding how adventure education programs 

achieve their outcomes, and highlights the substantial need for future researchers in the field to 

draw on Lewin’s framework as well. The following section will continue this discussion of the 

implications for further research and practice that the present study’s conclusions inspire.  

Conclusions, Limitations and Implications  

 The purpose of this study was to explore participants’ perceptions of the impact of a 

challenge course program, and the elements of the program that facilitated those outcomes. 

Impact, in the context of this study, was defined as interpersonal and intrapersonal changes that 

emerged from the program. Additionally, the researcher explored the utility of Kurt Lewin’s 

(1947a) theory of planned change as a theoretical framework to understand the process through 

which those changes occurred in the program.  

 The research purpose and questions were selected in light of the various gaps in previous 

research during the literature review phase of this study. Specifically, a clear need within the 

field for additional research that addressed the following topics existed, including: (a) 

participants perceptions and experiences within challenge course programs (Allison & Pomeroy, 



DOES ADVENTURE-BASED TEAM BUILDING PRODUCE CHANGE?         191 

 

2000); (b) the process through which these programs produced outcomes and changes among 

participants (Ewert & Sibthorp, 2014; Wu et al., 2013); (c) the outcomes of these programs 

among post-secondary students and those employed as Residence Life Staff (Gass, 1999a); (d) 

theoretical frameworks that could be used as a lens to understand these outcomes and processes 

(Baldwin et al., 2004; Ewert & Sibthorp, 2014); and (e) Lewin’s (1947a) theory of planned 

change as a theoretical framework in adventure education (Meyer & Wegner, 1998).   

 In the present study, the researcher employed a qualitative case study design, rooted in 

the interpretivist theoretical framework (Glesne, 2015; Merriam, 2009) to pursue the research 

purpose and answer the guiding research questions. Data were collected through program 

observations, focus groups, individual interviews, and document collection, and analyzed 

through the strategy of thematic data analysis outlined in Merriam (2009). Subsequently, data 

analysis revealed several major findings. First, participants’ responses suggested that the main 

interpersonal changes that resulted from the program included: (a) enhanced group sociability 

and (b) strengthened relationships. The intrapersonal outcomes that they reported included: (a) 

enhanced communication; (b) increased confidence; (c) challenge boundaries; and (d) insights 

that emerged. Interestingly, these intrapersonal changes were largely rooted in the interpersonal 

changes that occurred. Participants’ readiness for change prior to the program was related to the 

challenging nature of their role, and the sustainment of those changes after the program largely 

enhanced their job performance and reinforced key organizational values, although some teams 

continued to face various challenges.  

 Some of the program elements that participants perceived as facilitating the 

aforementioned interpersonal and intrapersonal changes reinforced findings from past research, 

including: (a) a change of atmosphere; (b) encouragement and support; (c) challenge; (d) 

facilitation; and (e) the full program. Others were program elements that have been rarely 
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discussed in previous literature, including: (a) an informal atmosphere, (b) timing, and (c) goal 

setting. Ultimately, Lewin’s (1947a, 1947b) theory of planned change emerged as a useful 

theoretical framework for understanding participants’ perceptions of the process of change that 

occurred over the course of the program, and the three-step model provided a clear and 

comprehensive structure within which that process could be described and outlined. 

Furthermore, the parts of Lewin’s (1947a) theory that were less popular and frequently discussed 

in past literature (i.e., field theory and group dynamics) also aligned with the findings, and 

further facilitated the emergence of new insights and applications. The findings and conclusions 

uncovered in this study have major implications for scholars and practitioners alike; however, 

these implications must be considered in conjunction with the limitations of this study.  

 Limitations. Despite the best efforts that were taken in the present investigation to 

maximize the trustworthiness of its findings (see Chapter III), there are, nevertheless, limitations 

inherent to both qualitative research in general and to this study’s design that should be 

considered alongside the final results. These limitations are next discussed in relation to the main 

categories of trustworthiness in qualitative research as outlined by both Lincoln and Guba (1985) 

and Merriam (2009).  

First, one of the primary considerations of whether the findings of qualitative research are 

trustworthy is credibility, which describes the extent to which the findings accurately reflect 

participants’ realities (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Merriam, 2009). Ratcliffe (1983) describes two 

main limitations associated with credibility inherent to qualitative research, including: (a) the 

data do not speak for themselves, there is always an interpreter than makes sense of the data and 

(b) one cannot measure or observe a phenomenon without altering it to some extent. Indeed, 

these are limitations that are inherent in the present qualitative study. The presence of the 

researcher during observations and interviews may have altered participants experience as a 
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whole. Furthermore, the interpretations made solely by the researcher may have served as barrier 

that kept the study’s conclusions from fully reflecting participants’ realities.  

In addition, one of the fundamental assumptions of the interpretivist theoretical 

perspective is that reality is socially constructed, and that individuals experience and make 

meaning of experiences in their own way (Merriam, 2009). In line with commonly accepted 

practices in qualitative research, the process of data analysis in this study involved drawing 

broad themes from all of the data and responses that participants provided (Merriam, 2009). 

Although the results of this study are, therefore, likely to reflect themes that are generally agreed 

upon by participants, representing each participant’s unique perspective and experience within 

the challenge course program is difficult in a case study where the unit of analysis is the program 

itself. Thus, it cannot be said that the findings from this study are fully representative of each 

individual respondent’s socially constructed reality; rather, they are representative of the 

researcher’s interpretations of the general themes that emerged from participants’ responses as a 

whole. To maximize the extent to which the presented interpretations accurately represent 

participants’ perspectives, the frequency with which each theme was mentioned among 

participants, in addition to themes that run counter to the general narrative (i.e., discrepant cases; 

Merriam, 2009), were presented as a part of the results.  

Another key consideration related to trustworthiness in qualitative research is whether the 

results were consistent with the data that were collected (i.e., dependability; Lincoln & Guba, 

1985; Merriam, 2009). Numerous strategies, as discussed previously, were employed to 

maximize the dependability of the results (e.g., triangulation, member checking, audit trail, peer 

examination and reflexivity; Merriam, 2009); however, ultimately, a single individual (i.e., the 

main investigator in this study) analyzed the data. Therefore, it must be stated that the results of 

this study reflect the interpretations of an individual, even though commonly-accepted strategies 
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in qualitative research were employed to maximize the likelihood that those interpretations are 

consistent with these data provided by participants, as outlined in this chapter.  

Furthermore, Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest that whether the findings of a study can 

be applied to other situations must also be a consideration among qualitative researchers (i.e., the 

transferability of the results). Nevertheless, in qualitative research, the responsibility of deciding 

whether the findings of a study can be applied to other contexts lies in the hands of the reader 

and consumer of the research. Still, strategies such as rich and thick descriptions and maximum 

variation were used in the study to empower the reader to be able to compare the case that was 

investigated in this study with their unique contexts. It must be stated, however, that the findings 

of the study do not conclusively establish cause and effect or make any predictions – these are 

goals that are more of interest to quantitative researchers (Merriam, 2009). Instead, the ultimate 

goal of this study was only to uncover participants’ perceptions of the challenge course program, 

and the meanings and interpretations that they made of the experience.   

Finally, one of the four main objectives of this study was to explore whether Lewin’s 

(1947a) theory of planned change is a useful theoretical framework for understanding the process 

of change that occurred over the course of the challenge course program. Any conclusions 

related to the phase of unfreezing in Lewin’s (1947a) three-step model of change are limited by 

the fact that they are based on participants’ recollections of their readiness of change that were 

provided after the program itself, which may have been influenced by their experience in the 

program. In addition, conclusions related to the freezing phase of Lewin’s (1947a) three-step 

model are limited by the fact that they are based on participants’ responses that were only 

collected between two weeks and three months following the program. The decision to not 

collect further data over a longer follow-up period was made in light of the logistical limitations 

around this research project. Thus, unlike Meyer and Wegner (1998), who conducted a second 
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round of interviews nine months following their program of interest, no conclusions regarding 

long-term, sustained of the changes that resulted due to the program can be drawn based on this 

study’s findings. In spite of these limitations, this study’s findings revealed numerous useful 

insights and, therefore, have significant implications for future challenge course and adventure 

education researchers, participants, and practitioners alike, as discussed next. 

 Implications for future research. The qualitative, case study design that was employed 

in the present study allowed for a unique, in-depth exploration of participants’ experiences in and 

perceptions of the process of change that occurred over the challenge course program (Merriam, 

2009; Patton, 1990). The descriptive and context-bound nature of these findings ultimately raises 

numerous additional questions related to correlational and causational relationships that may be 

addressed using quantitative designs in future studies. For instance, will the various critical 

program elements that have been identified in this study (e.g., goal setting, challenge, 

encouragement) be predictive of increases in positive participant outcomes (e.g., group 

sociability, relationships) among other participant groups?  Or, given the frequency with which 

communication emerged as an outcome variable among qualitative studies (e.g., Wolfe & 

Dattillo, 2006), do challenge course programs enhance communication when this question is 

examined through a positivist, quantitative framework? Further, do changes in group sociability 

relationships indeed moderate the relationship between taking part in a challenge course program 

and changes in intrapersonal variables (e.g., communication, confidence), as proposed by 

Lewin’s (1947a) perspective?  

 Additionally, findings from this study also raise some theoretical questions for challenge 

course researchers. Namely, this study identified participants’ perspectives of the sociability 

within their group and the quality of interpersonal relationships with their fellow participants as 

two separate variables, even though past researchers have examined these variables under a 
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single construct – “group cohesion” (e.g., Eatough et al., 2015). Why is this so, and what are 

some benefits that emerge from exploring sociability and relationships as two independent, 

though related, variables? Furthermore, although the concept of learning transfer continues to be 

a central theme in the field of adventure education for explaining the benefits of these programs 

(Merchand & Banks, 2015), few quantitative researchers in the field have been able to provide 

empirical evidence to support this model (Packer, 2001). Instead, what researchers have been 

quantitatively assessing to measure the long-term benefit of these programs is sustainment of 

change (e.g., Hatch & McCarthy, 2005). Would describing the long-term benefits of adventure 

education as sustainment of change (i.e., freezing; Lewin, 1947a, 1947b) rather than transfer be a 

more accurate way of understanding the value of these programs?  

 Furthermore, McKenzie (2000) advocated for qualitative research in the field of 

adventure education, suggesting that such studies might allow researchers to “inductively 

discover any ‘new’ program characteristics that may be influencing outcomes” (p. 26). Indeed, 

this study identified three influential program characteristics that have been rarely discussed in 

previous research. First, participants suggested that the timing of the program affected its 

outcomes. Specifically, they proposed that experiencing a challenge course program during a 

specific period of their group development (i.e., storming; Tuckman,, 1965) may facilitate 

greater benefits. Participants also discussed the importance of an informal social atmosphere that 

was characterized by fun and humour, as they felt that it helped facilitate increases in group 

sociability and relationships. Finally, the goal setting component emerged from these qualitative 

results as a critical program element that was discussed in few previous studies other than Meyer 

and Wegner (1998). Future qualitative researchers are well advised to build on these findings, 

and to continue exploring whether these variables would similarly emerge as influential amongst 

other groups taking part in challenge course programs.   
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 This is also one of the first studies in recent years to examine the experiences of 

university students employed as Residence Life Staff within adventure education programs. One 

of its key findings is that participants often perceived the role as being difficult and demanding, 

though the positive changes followed that program had made the job easier for them. 

Considering the critical role that these students play in the post-secondary system and the 

challenges associated with the role (Gass, 1999a), there is continued need for researchers to 

explore strategies for empowering RLS to succeed in the role. The present study provides some 

evidence that adventure education and challenge course programs may be one of these strategies, 

although additional empirical evidence is necessary before broad conclusions may be drawn.  

 Finally, one of the primary objectives of this study was to utilize a theoretical framework 

(i.e., Lewin’s [1947a] theory of planned change) used in past research (i.e., Meyer & Wegner, 

1998) to build on existing findings, in line with scholars’ discussions of a need within the 

adventure education literature to move “away from the compilation of independent, unrelated 

studies towards an integration and build on of past research work” (Ewert & Sibthorp, 2014, p. 

151). These results confirmed Meyer and Wegner’s (1998) conclusion that Lewin’s (1947a) 

three-step model of change was a useful framework for understanding the process of change in 

challenge course programs, and extended these scholars’ findings by identifying other elements 

of Lewin’s framework (i.e., field theory and group dynamics) as useful parts of his theory for 

understanding change in this context. Hopefully, future researchers will continue to explore the 

use of Lewin’s (1947a) framework for understanding the process through which adventure 

education programs attain their outcomes, thereby building upon the literature.  

Furthermore, the use of Lewin’s (1947a) framework for understanding change in these 

programs also raises numerous potential research questions. For example, how can challenge 

course program designers and facilitators maximize the process of unfreezing amongst 
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participants prior to and at the beginning of the program (e.g., use of goal setting)? Moreover, 

what are some factors that set the stage for the changes that arise during the program to be 

sustained (i.e., freezing) after its commencement (e.g., making specific group commitments; 

Lewin, 1947a)? Lastly, can Lewin’s (1947a) theories on field theory and group dynamics be 

further used to expand the field’s understanding of how adventure education programs attain 

their outcomes? In sum, findings from the presents study illuminate numerous other potential 

paths of inquiry for future researchers.  

 Implications for future participants. These results may also be a valuable source of 

insights for future participants in adventure education and challenge course programs. First and 

foremost, although more empirical research needs to be conducted on this population, this study 

provides initial evidence that challenge course programs may benefit post-secondary students 

employed as Residence Life Staff. Additionally, in agreement with results of past studies (e.g., 

Gillis & Speelman, 2008), these findings provide further evidence that the most impactful 

outcome of challenge course programs may be interpersonal changes in group sociability and 

interpersonal relationships. Therefore, organizations considering investing in challenge course 

programs would be well advised to be aware that these programs are most likely to benefit 

interpersonal characteristics. If there is a need for improvements in group sociability and 

interpersonal relationships within participants, then challenge course programs may be an 

appropriate team intervention.  

 This study also draws attention to the impact of participants’ readiness for change on the 

outcomes of the program. The results confirm past scholars’ (e.g., Meyer & Wegner, 1998) 

assertions that the ways in which participants are ready for change may directly impact how, and 

whether, positive changes indeed occur over the course of the program. Therefore, participating 

groups would be wise in attempting to maximize the extent to which unfreezing occurs prior to 



DOES ADVENTURE-BASED TEAM BUILDING PRODUCE CHANGE?         199 

 

the program (e.g., explicitly discussing why group sociability and interpersonal relationships are 

important). Further, clearly communicating to facilitators the ways in which each participating 

group is ready for, and in need of, change is likely to set the stage for a successful and beneficial 

program experience, as findings also revealed that the decisions that facilitators made in the 

program impacted the benefits that participants gained from the experience.  

 The results of this program have also uncovered some surprising insights that may have 

implications for how participants should engage in the program in order to maximize its benefits. 

First, these findings suggest that having leaders and supervisors participate in the program 

alongside their employees may be of value to the organization, as respondents articulated that the 

experience humanized their leaders in a way that enhanced communication between individuals 

on different tiers of the organizational hierarchy. Participants further shared that they valued the 

opportunity to experience the whole program (i.e., goal setting, initiatives, low ropes, high 

ropes); therefore, investing in a complete program experience may be worthwhile. Finally, 

participants also reported valuing the subjective and socio-emotional elements of the program; 

namely, an informal atmosphere of encouragement and support that is also characterized by fun 

and humour. Intentionally embracing these elements of the program experience may also be 

beneficial.  

 Implications for practitioners. These findings also have major implications for 

challenge course and adventure education practitioners for several reasons. First, this case study 

identified four main program outcomes that have also received empirical support from past 

studies: (a) enhanced group sociability, (b) strengthened coworker and supervisor relationships, 

(c) improved communication, and (d) elevated confidence. In a field of research that is composed 

of numerous studies that have examined a wide variety of challenge course program outcomes 

from ‘life effectiveness’ (e.g., Flood et al., 2009) to ‘leadership efficacy’ (e.g., Odello et al., 
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2008), clearly specifying the most significant program outcomes may be of value to those who 

design, sell, and facilitate these programs. In Gillis and Speelman’s (2008) words, these findings 

allow practitioners to “promote challenge courses for their more significant outcome qualities 

rather than continue to attempt to prove [its] elusive impact on [less supported variables]” (p. 

129).  

 Moreover, looking at challenge course programs as efforts for planned change through 

the lens of Lewin’s (1947a, 1947b) model encourages practitioners to pay attention to two 

critical periods of time that are often neglected by facilitators: before and after the program itself. 

Lewin’s (1947a) three-step model of change suggests that the phases of unfreezing and freezing 

are just as important to the success of the change effort as the actual process of moving, and the 

present case study supports the validity of this claim within the context of challenge course 

programs. Consequently, practitioners are advised to find creative ways of maximizing the extent 

to which unfreezing happens prior to the program, and freezing after its commencement. 

Findings from this study have illuminated the value of the goal setting portion of the program for 

clarifying teams’ readiness for change and finalizing the process of unfreezing prior to the start 

of the activities. Additional pre-program activities that allow the facilitator to identify the ways 

in which participants are ready for change, and further stimulate willingness and readiness for 

change are likely to benefit participants, based on the current evidence.  

 Similar to Meyer and Wegner’s (1998) proposal, post-program activities that further 

enhance the process of freezing are also likely to benefit participants. One potential strategy of 

achieving this relates to Lewin’s (1947a) action research finding that providing individuals with 

an opportunity to make a collective group decision for change has the potential to enhance the 

freezing effect. Lewin (1947a) reasons that making group decisions are powerful because they 

leverage individuals’ tendencies to stick to their decisions, and their inclination to follow through 
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on commitments they have made to a group. Therefore, it can be proposed that providing 

participants with an opportunity to decide on areas of change that they would like sustained 

moving forward (e.g., encouragement, spending informal time together, etc.), and encouraging 

them to collectively commit to the group decision may be a productive way to end a program.  

 Furthermore, the less-often discussed elements of Lewin’s (1947a) theory of planned 

change (i.e., field theory and group dynamics) also provide two pieces of applicable insight that 

may be of benefit to facilitators, in that: (a) groups are always changing; and (b) changing group 

behaviors would be more productive than attempting to change individual behaviour. Findings 

from this study also support the application of these concepts in the context of challenge course 

programs.  

Ultimately, there are numerous factors that challenge course facilitators are well advised 

to attend to in order to deliver a successful program. However, based on the assumption that the 

“success” of a program is based on lasting positive change, investing some level of attention 

towards understanding group dynamics and norms while working to facilitate positive changes in 

those areas should be considered a critical element of successful facilitation. In the present study, 

it was evident that Tim’s decision to implement an additional challenge to a team initiative 

facilitated significant improvements in his team’s collective ability to communicate successfully. 

The fact that participants recalled this minor incident and discussed its impact in the weeks and 

months following the program should be a source of inspiration to challenge course facilitators 

that their seemingly minor facilitation decisions matter. Adapting to the needs of the group and 

finding creative ways to enhance group processes during the program may set the stage for 

sustained benefits. 

 Finally, this case study illuminates various program characteristics that were critical to its 

success and positive impact on participants. While these findings are context-specific, the 
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generally accepted norm within qualitative research is that it is up to the reader to determine 

whether the findings are transferable to other contexts or situations (Merriam, 2009). The rich-

and-thick description of participants’ perceptions of the value of these program elements 

provided in Chapter IV should enable readers to determine whether the identified program 

elements may be similarly impactful in other programs. Nevertheless, these findings propose that 

there are several challenge course program elements that are fundamental to their success, 

including: (a) the change of environment that it provides; (b) the informal social atmosphere 

characterized by fun and humour; (c) encouragement and support that are offered; (d) timing; (e) 

an element of challenge; (f) goal setting; (g) facilitation; and (h) a complete experience that 

consists of initiatives, low ropes, and high ropes.  These conclusions may have significant 

programming implications for those who design, facilitate and make critical decisions regarding 

challenge course programs.  

 Concluding remarks. In a compilation of his work published four years after his sudden 

death, Lewin (1951) proposed that “there is nothing so practical as a good theory” (p. 169). 

Through his conception of action research, Lewin pioneered an approach to scholarly research 

that emphasized topics of practical significance, where he advocated for the intertwining of 

applied and theoretical research (Forsynthe & Burnette, 2005; Lewin, 1951). He further tasked 

group researchers with the mission of developing and testing theories that could be used to 

answer important questions regarding various social issues, including attitude change, workplace 

productivity, and organizational development (Forsynth & Burnette, 2005).  

 There is an increased recognition within the field of organizational development in recent 

decades that “perhaps the most fundamental way of improving team performance is to focus on 

building good working relationships among individuals” (Bandow, 2001, p. 46). One of the most 

widely used team development interventions that focus specifically on the objective of building 
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positive working relationships between team members is referred to as team building (Klein et 

al., 2009; Varney & Hunady, 1978). A critical question of our time, therefore, is how 

interventions such as team building can indeed facilitate enhancements in interpersonal 

relationships among working participants.  

 The present study strived to continue in Lewin’s (1951) tradition of applied, action 

research in order to answer this important practical question. In light of the growing researcher-

practitioner gap that has emerged for various reasons in the decades following Lewin’s death, 

this research attempts to contribute to efforts among scholars to narrow that gap (Anderson & 

Wheelan, 2005). Continued efforts to close the gap, which requires further researcher-

practitioner collaboration in applied research projects, are necessary in order to ensure that the 

complimentary goals of understanding and implementing successful adventure education, 

challenge course, and team building programs are attained.  

 This research project also aimed to answer Lewin’s call for researchers to test theories 

within an applied context by examining whether his very own theory of planned change (1947a) 

was an appropriate theoretical framework for understanding the process through which a 

challenge course team building program attained its outcomes, including enhancements in 

interpersonal relationships. Results ultimately revealed that the framework was, indeed, 

appropriate for understanding the processes of interpersonal and intrapersonal change that 

occurred as a result of the program. Moreover, one of its most fascinating findings is that 

changes that emerged on an intrapersonal level during the program, such as communication 

abilities and confidence, were in fact rooted in interpersonal-level changes in group sociability, 

relationships, and dynamics. This would have been unsurprising to Lewin (1951) though, who 

wrote that “if one succeeds in changing group standards, the same force field will tend to 
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facilitate changing the individual and will tend to stabilize the individual conduct on the new 

group level” (p. 231). Indeed, there is nothing so practical as a good theory.  
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Appendix A: Letter of Invitation 

 

Dear [Participant], 

 

Title of Study: How Do Adventure-Based Team Building Programs Produce Change? A Case 

Study. 

 

Principal Investigator: Lewis Lau, Graduate Student of Applied Health Sciences, Brock 

University 

 

Faculty Supervisor: Tim O’Connell, Professor, Department of Recreation and Leisure Studies, 

Brock University 

 

I, Lewis Lau, Master of Arts Student, from the Faculty of Applied Health Sciences at Brock 

University invite you to participate in a research project titled “How Do Adventure-Based Team 

Building Programs Produce Change? A Case Study.” 

 

You are invited to participate in a research study that aims to explore the impact of challenge 

course programs on individuals and groups. As a participant, you will be take part in a challenge 

course team-building program facilitated by Campus Adventures. Overt observations and audio 

recording by the researcher, for the sole purpose of evaluating the program itself, will occur 

throughout the program.  

 

After the program, the option of further taking part in this research process as a focus group 

interview respondent will be presented to you. The interview will last approximately two hours, 

and will provide you with the opportunity to share your perceptions of the challenge course 

program along with several of your fellow participants. After initial focus group interviews, you 

may be invited to take part in an additional individual interview, which will last approximately 

one hour. This research will be conducted between October and November of 2018, and the 

primary researcher may seek your feedback regarding the interpretations of your responses over 

this period. You will also be invited for a second round of individual interviews three months 

following the program (i.e., January 2019). 

 

Possible benefits of participation include an opportunity for you to reflect on your unique 

experience within the challenge course program. The insight that you provide will contribute to 

furthering our understanding of the factors that influence the efficacy of these programs. 

Findings from this study have the potential to improve the quality of challenge course programs 

around the world, and their ability to foster lasting personal and team development for those 

involved. 

 

All information that you provide will be kept confidential. Any personal information, including 

your name, will not appear in reports or publications resulting from this study. Anonymous 

quotations may be used, but only with your permission. The data that will be collected will be 

stored in a locked file in a secure office during the duration of the study, and kept for seven years 

after the study has been completed. All recordings will then be deleted, and written documents 
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will be shredded. Access to this data will be restricted to Lewis Lau, the primary investigator and 

Tim O’Connell, the faculty supervisor of this research study. 

 

Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. If you wish, you may decline to participate in any 

component of the study, or answer any of the questions during interviews. Further, you may 

decide to withdraw from this study at any point, and may do so without any penalty or loss of 

benefits to which you are entitled. 

 

Results of this study may be published in professional journals and presented at conferences. 

Follow-up feedback about the results of this study will be available by April 2019. Additional 

information and feedback may be obtained by contacting Lewis Lau via email at 

LL11yn@brocku.ca. 

 

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 below. 

 

This study will be reviewed and received ethics clearance through the Research Ethics Board at 

Brock University. 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 form for your records. 

If you have any questions, please don’t hesitate to contact me. 

 

 

Thank you,  

 

 

 

Lewis Lau  

Graduate Student 

LL11yn@brocku.ca 

(647) 997-3887 

 

Tim O’Connell 

Professor  

toconnell@brocku.ca  

(905) 688-5550 Ext. 5014 
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Appendix B: Informed Consent Form  

Date:               ________________ 

 

Project Title:   How Do Adventure-Based Team Building Programs Produce Change? A 

Case Study. 

 

 

Principal Investigator: 

Lewis Lau 

Graduate Student Department of Applied Health Sciences  

Brock University 

(647) 997-3887, LL11yn@brocku.ca  

 

Faculty Supervisor: 

Professor Tim O’Connell  

Department of Recreation & Leisure Studies  

Brock University 

(905) 688-5550 Ext. 5014 

 

INVITATION  

The purpose of this study is to understand the impact of single-day challenge course programs on 

individual participants and groups, and the specific elements in the programs that facilitate those 

effects. 

 

WHAT’S INVOLVED  

As a participant, the challenge course program that you are involved in will be observed by the 

primary investigator. An audio recorder may also be used for the sole purpose of evaluating the 

program. After the program, you will have the opportunity to volunteer to take part in interviews. 

As an interview respondent, you will take part in a face-to-face focus group interview that will 

last approximately two hours, or a face-to-face individual interview that will last approximately 

one hour. Focus group interviews will be recorded using a digital video and audio recorder, 

while individual interviews will only be recorded using a handheld digital audio recorder. The 

recorded interview will take place in a setting that ensures your comfort and privacy. The 

research will be conducted between the months of July and December 2018. You will be invited 

for a second round of follow-up interviews three months following the program (i.e., January 

2018).  

 

POTENTIAL BENEFITS AND RISKS  

Possible benefits of participation include an opportunity for you to reflect on your unique 

experience within the challenge course program. The insight that you provide will contribute to 

furthering our understanding of the factors that influence the efficacy of these programs. 

Findings from this study have the potential to improve the quality of challenge course programs 

around the world, and their ability to foster lasting personal and team development for those 

involved. There are no known or anticipated risks associated with your participation in the 

research component of this study.   
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CONFIDENTIALITY  

All information that you provide will be kept confidential. Any personal information, including 

your name, will not appear in reports or publications resulting from this study. Anonymous 

quotations may be used, but only with your permission. The data that will be collected will be 

stored in a locked file in a secure office during the duration of the study, and kept for seven years 

after the study has been completed. All recordings will then be deleted, and written documents 

will be shredded. Access to this data will be restricted to Lewis Lau, the primary investigator and 

Tim O’Connell, the faculty supervisor of this research study. 

 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION  

Participation in this study is entirely voluntary. If you wish, you may decline to participate in any 

component of the study, or answer any of the questions during interviews. Further, you may 

decide to withdraw from this study at any point, and may do so without any penalty or loss of 

benefits to which you are entitled. 

 

PUBLICATION OF RESULTS  

Results of this study may be published in professional journals and presented at conferences. 

Follow-up feedback about the results of this study will be available by April 2019. Additional 

information and feedback may be obtained by contacting Lewis Lau via email at 

LL11yn@brocku.ca. 

 

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 below. This study will be reviewed and received ethics clearance through the Research 

Ethics Board at Brock University. 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 form for your records.  

 

INFORMED CONSENT  

I agree to participate in this study described above. I have made this decision based on the 

information I have read in the Information-Consent Letter. 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.  

 

Name of Participant: ________________________________________  

 

Signature of Participant: _____________________________________ 

 

Contact Information for Participation in Follow-Up Interviews:  

Email: _________________________ 

Phone: _________________________ 

Date: __________________________  
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Appendix C: Document Release Form  

Date:                 

 

Project Title:   How Do Adventure-Based Team Building Programs Produce Change? A 

Case Study.  

 

Principal Student Investigator: 

Lewis Lau 

Graduate Student Department of Applied Health Sciences  

Brock University 

(647) 997-3887, LL11yn@brocku.ca  

 

Faculty Supervisor: 

Professor Tim O’Connell  

Department of Recreation & Leisure Studies  

Brock University 

(905) 688-5550 Ext. 5014 

 

INVITATION  

The purpose of this study is to understand the impact of single-day challenge course programs on 

individual participants and groups, and the specific elements in the programs that facilitate those 

effects. 

 

WHAT’S INVOLVED  

As part of data collection for the present study, all documents relevant to the program will be 

collected. The purpose of this data is to provide the researcher with an additional source of data 

that can further contextualize the findings. The documents that will be collected will mostly be 

program records, which can reveal the behind-the-scenes aspects of the program that the 

researcher cannot observe. These documents may include, but are not limited to, organizational 

mission statements, staff training modules, and staff meeting minutes. All collected documents 

will be kept confidential.  

 

POTENTIAL BENEFITS AND RISKS  

Possible benefits of providing this data include an opportunity provide additional insight into the 

program of interest. The insight that you provide will contribute to furthering our understanding 

of the factors that influence the efficacy of these programs. Findings from this study have the 

potential to improve the quality of challenge course programs around the world, and their ability 

to foster lasting personal and team development for those involved. There are no known or 

anticipated risks associated with your participation in this component of the study.   
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CONFIDENTIALITY  

All documents that you provide will be kept confidential, and will be used solely for the purpose 

of evaluating the program of interest. Any personal information, including your name, will not 

appear in reports or publications resulting from this study. Anonymous quotations may be used, 

but only with your permission. The data that will be collected will be stored in a locked file in a 

secure office during the duration of the study, and kept for seven years after the study has been 

completed. All recordings will then be deleted, and written documents will be shredded. Access 

to this data will be restricted to Lewis Lau, the Principal Student Investigator and Tim 

O’Connell, the faculty supervisor of this research study. 

 

VOLUNTARY PARTICIPATION  

Providing any documents for this study is entirely voluntary. If you wish, you may decline to 

provide any of the requested documents.  

 

PUBLICATION OF RESULTS  

Results of this study may be published in professional journals and presented at conferences. An 

executive summary of the results of this study will be available by April 2019. Additional 

information and feedback may be obtained by contacting Lewis Lau via email at 

LL11yn@brocku.ca. 

 

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 below. This study will be reviewed and received ethics clearance through the Research 

Ethics Board at Brock University. 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 form for your records.  

 

INFORMED CONSENT  

I agree to participate in this study described above. I have made this decision based on the 

information I have read in the Information-Consent Letter. 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.  

 

Name of Provider:  

 

Signature of Provider: _____________________________________ 

 

Documents Provided: 

1. Participant Goal Setting Sheets (from the day of the program)  

2. Campus Adventures 2018 Challenge Course Manual 

3. Campus Adventures 2018 Facilitation Guide 
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Appendix D: Observational Code Sheet  

 

Focus Key 

Considerations 

Observations 

Physical 

Setting 

  

 

 

 

Participants - Interactions 

- Communication 

Patterns  

- Interpersonal and 

Intrapersonal  

Changes (Q1, 2) 

 

Activities/ 

Interactions 

- Sequencing  

- Participants’ 

reactions to 

activities (Q3) 

 

 

 

 

Conversation - Interpersonal and 

Intrapersonal  

Changes (Q1, 2 

- Participants’ 

reactions to 

activities (Q3) 

- Recordings 

 

Subtle 

Factors 

- Nonverbal 

communication 

- Unplanned 

changes 

 

 

 

 

Observer 

Comments  

- Observer role  

- Participation 

- Influence on 

participants  

- Reactions 

 

Lewin’s 

theory of 

planned 

change 

- Changes in Group 

Dynamics  

- Unfreezing, 

Moving,  

Freezing 
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Appendix E: Focus Group Interview Guide  

 

Verbal script to be read to all participants before the interview begins:  

Hi everyone, as you know, my name is Lewis Lau and I am excited to have you take part in this 

graduate research project. Thank you very much for taking the time to participate, and I am 

looking forward to starting this conversation with you all regarding the impact of the challenge 

course program that you recently took part in. Our interview will take approximately two hours, 

with breaks whenever needed. If at anytime you wish to disengage from the interview, please 

just stop me and let me know you would like to finish. Please know that there will be no 

consequence if you disengage and that your interview will be erased and not used as data in my 

paper. If you would like feedback or to learn about the results and findings of my study, you may 

contact me via email found on the Letter of Invitation. When you all feel comfortable to begin, 

let me know and I will start the audio and video recorder with your permission.  

 

Topics to be explored:  

1. Interpersonal (group level) changes following the program 

2. Intrapersonal (individual level) changes following the program 

3. Specific elements of the program that led to these changes 

4. The process that led to changes, and its connection to Lewin’s theory of planned change 

 

Guiding questions:  

1. How has everybody been since the program? (Introductory question)  

2. How would you describe your experience of the program?  

3. Do you think the program affected the group as a whole? How so?  

4. Do you think the program affected you as individuals? How so?  

5. Have there been any changes about the group that have occurred as a result of taking part 

in the program? If so, why do you think that happened?  

6. Have you experienced any personal changes as a result of taking part in the program? If 

so, why do you think that happened?  

7. Which activities during the day do you think had the greatest impact on you or the group?  

8. Why, or how, do you think the program led to these changes?  

9. What were some of the most memorable moments for you during the program? Why?  

10. Were there moments during the program that made you, or the group, realize that change 

needed to occur?  

11. How did you and your group implement those changes during the program?  

12. Did you and your group those continue to implement those changes following the 

program? Why do you think those changes were or were not sustained?  

13. Were there any specific individuals that were key to helping you and your group 

implement and/or sustain those changes?  
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Appendix F: Campus Adventures Initiative and Low Rope Activities  

 

 Initiatives. Campus Adventures defines initiatives as “unique tasks that require problem 

solving and decision making skills…[which] have a variety of solutions...require a variety of 

skills, involve a number of roles, and present unusual problems so that no one will have ‘expert 

knowledge’ on how to reach the solution” (Campus Adventures, 2018a, p. 3).  

 Towers of Hanoi. In this initiative activity, “the team is presented with the challenge of 

organizing a stack of tires in a set order but on a different post. There are a total of three posts 

and five tires, moving just one tire at a time, transfer the tires from the post they are currently on 

to another set post. The group cannot put a larger tire on a smaller tire and they stack of tires 

must look the same as they do to begin with” (Campus Adventures, 2018a, p. 18).  

 Raging river. In this initiative activity, participants are asked to move from one 

designated area to another while stepping only on carpet squares provided by the facilitator 

(Campus Adventures, 2018a).  

 Tarp flip. In this initiative activity, participants are given the challenge of flipping a tarp 

over to the other side while all participants are standing on it, without stepping off the tarp 

(Campus Adventures, 2018a).  

 Electric grid. In this initiative activity, participants are tasked with making their way 

across a gridded tarp while following a single “safe” path that is not known to them, with one 

participant proceeding at a time (Campus Adventures, 2018a).  

 Low Ropes. Campus Adventures describe their low rope activities as elements that “rely 

heavily on spotting as a safety system in addition to [the facilitator’s] good judgment…[which] 

can be a metaphorical tool used to bring out concepts such as: working as a team, 

communication, leadership, etc.” (Campus Adventures, 2018b, p. 25).  
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 Whale watch. In this low rope activity, participants stand on “a large platform balancing 

on a fulcrum like a giant teeter-totter…to get the entire group balanced on the platform so that no 

side is touching the ground” (Campus Adventures, 2018b, p. 26).  

 Nitro crossing. In this low rope activity, participants use “a rope hanging from [a] cable 

in the low ropes treed area…to get the entire group across a designated area” (Campus 

Adventures, 2018b, p. 26).  

 Low v. In this low rope activity, participant two participants stand on “two cables 

connected to the same tree that then separate and go in two different directions…[and] traverse 

as far as possible while leaning against each other’s hands” (Campus Adventures, 2018b, p. 27).  

 Tire traverse. In this low rope activity, participants use “a series of tires hanging from an 

overhead cable…to traverse from one side of the tries to the other” (Campus Adventures, 2018b, 

p. 27).  
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