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Let’s begin…
‘Born to be wild’ is the title of a famous song by Steppenwolf. 

“Into the wild” is a movie about an adolescent protagonist who discovers himself in the middle of the 
Alaskan wilderness. 

If you join the two titles, you will grasp the essence of what wilderness therapy is: a healing journey 
full of adventures in natural surroundings, leading to the very roots of human nature. 

The journey we completed ourselves while preparing this publication was also quite an adventure. 
We are a diverse Polish-Czech group of practitioners working with young people. Among us there 

are researchers and academics. Over almost two years we worked on adapting the British wilderness 
therapy concept to our geo-cultural context. We organised expeditions and kept learning from our 
own mistakes, but most importantly: we studied the influence of our actions on the participants, 

and we discussed it at length.

Our manual presents a method almost unheard of in Poland and Czech Republic. It is based on the 
traditional British concept represented by the Wilderness Foundation UK organization. We believe 
it will enrich the approach to working with young people (both underprivileged ones and those who 

just need support in the difficult puberty period). 

We hope you enjoy reading the following pages and we wish you a great journey!

Magda & Michal
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What is 
Wilderness Therapy and 

how does it work

Tereza Houšková
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The secret of Wilderness Therapy
 
You are probably curious what Wilderness Therapy actually is. Let us uncover the mystery, then. The 
name itself is rather self-explanatory and means “therapy through wild nature”. The main therapeutic 
tool here is, as the name suggests, pristine nature. In Central Europe we have limited access to it, but 
there still are enough remote and almost untouched places. To put it concisely: any place will do, as 
long as it lets you submit to nature and not be disturbed by human voices and other anthropogenic 
noises.

Wilderness Therapy (further on I am going to use the abbreviation “WT”) was first thought up in 
the 1920’s in America. Its original aim was to create therapeutic programmes for young people with 
behaviour disorders. The first stage of such therapy is to create a group of people who will wander 
through the wilderness together. Once there, the participants have a chance to assess themselves 
from a different point of view: it is a result of the basic need of survival in natural surroundings. 
 
That primeval need is also connected to acquiring various skills, such as e.g. cooking in the outdoors, 
putting up tents or building shelters. Wilderness conditions drive participants towards collaborat-
ing with the others. They discover that while emphasising their individual needs may have worked 
in their original background, it is of no use during an expedition. Each participant has therefore a 
chance to test other, more adequate, modes of conduct. Then, once the expedition is over, they can 
keep applying them at home.
 
From the point of view of group therapy, WT offers numerous new interpersonal experiences. Parti-
cipants support one another within the team, undergo a trust-building process, and at the same time 
learn to take responsibility for their actions. They also learn to understand others and experience 
being understood. Under the influence of the group participants’ self-confidence and self-esteem 
increase. Self-esteem boosting begins with tiny steps such as making a fire by oneself. With time, par-
ticipants take up bigger challenges like comforting others or learning to listen and provide support.
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An important component of WT is the very walking in nature. Just think about what happens when 
we go far a stroll. Each time our bodies wake up and become fully active. When we march ahead the 
surroundings keep changing. That, in turn, triggers one cerebral process after another. In our everyday 
life we drown such processes out with numerous activities, but in the wilderness we cannot. We are, 
in a way, forced to experience thought processes. And that results in development. Besides, thanks to 
thought processes it is easier to start conversation with another participant or with the entire group. 
Expressing our opinion helps us determine our outlooks and that, in turn, shapes our identity. This 
way, participants can gradually come up with an answer to the “Who am I?” question, which is a vital 
thing for any young human being.
 
Wilderness Therapy can be applied in work with different groups. Most usually, the subjects are young 
people prone to risky behaviours. WT programmes, however, are also used on persons experiencing 
problems with addictions or breaking the law. Another large group of WT practitioners are regular 
school kids: in their case, however, the programmes are either focused on prevention or on working on 
the change of undesired ways of conduct. Field trips for schools turn out great when they’re based on 
WT principles: nature is a great catalyser strengthening bonds among classmates. Recent years have 
also brought a proof of WT efficacy in work with people with disabilities, especially physical ones. 
In that latter case, the principal aim is motivating participants towards searching for development 
opportunities, seeking self-reliance and cooperating with other group members. Among the existing 
WT programmes there are also ones which have been thought up with entire families in mind. They 
are largely focused on rebuilding bonds and relationships between parents and children after those 
have been weekend either due to negligence or because of the children being under foster care. Last 
but not least, WT is ever more often used by teenagers and young adults who seek development during 
college field trips or teambuilding events. In their case, however, the programmes are usually devoid 
of typical therapeutic components.
 
If you want to apply WT in your work with groups, the key thing is to gather a team of experienced 
staff members. Within WT-focused programmes we do not act as teachers or leaders, but rather as 
guides. Our task is to lead the participants in such a way that they can express themselves and take 
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responsibility for their decisions. An important factor is also the fact that the voice of each participant 
weighs the same. In WT, every decision (except emergencies and life-threatening situations) is made 
via discussion and vote. Equality is not just a must during votes, it is also a rule during the distribution 
of food and equipment.
 
There are numerous forms of Wilderness Therapy. The one we have described in our guidebook in-
cludes three stages. The first one is the time before departure, which is spent on getting to know each 
other and completing the equipment. The second stage is the expedition itself. Mind you, the WT 
process neither starts on the departure day, nor ends once the participants are back home. There is 
also the third stage, which rounds off the group work process. In some WT versions, that final stage 
lasts even up to several months. In any case, during that period you need to take your time and be 
really thoughtful. This is a stage during which participants should be able to share their experiences 
and learn how to apply their recently acquired skills in everyday life.

The WT staff is responsible for taking care of the participants during all three stages. They are meant 
to provide them with both material and mental support. The latter, first of all, means establishing 
friendly relationships with participants, so they feel they can ask for help. This kind of support is also 
expressed in the internal rules. Those are drawn up by the participants themselves and are, therefore, 
a king of membership symbol.

One last thing we need to complete our description of Wilderness Therapy is stressing that each 
expedition is exceptional, and each member lives it his or her own way. You need to remember that 
we are talking about a long-term process here. If your programme proves successful, it will have  
great influence on the members and will allow them to smoothly move on to the next stage of their 
lives.
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WILDERNESS THERAPY ANTHROPOLOGY  by  Jana Švecová
WT is neither a method nor a collection of techniques different to those applied in other therapeutic 
systems. It is rather an approach towards conducting therapeutic work with people. Its exceptionality 
lies in the fact that the very process takes place in pristine natural surroundings and, first of all, makes 
use of the elements, motifs, symbols and narrations that can be found in those surroundings. Since 
primeval societies lived in much closer relationship with nature than modern-day ones, it is no sur-
prise that WT comprises many anthropological, paleoanthropological and ethnological components. 
First of all, it means motifs connected to utilising the elements and the richness of nature: one simple 
reason for it is the basic need to skilfully use natural resources when staying away from civilisation. 
During expeditions we have no electricity which means we are bound to follow the natural cycle of 
daylight and darkness. It also means the natural construction of communities around a fire, the source 
of light and warmth. The circle is both one of the most economic and one of the most common shapes 
in nature. A human circle around a fire brings to mind equality, proximity and unbiased distribution 
of resources. It could be said it represents the concept of tribe. Expedition group structures, by the 
way, are often similar to tribal ones. In them, we also find age diversity, people of different personality 
and gender. It is just like in any other community in the world. The tiny world of the group is a reflec-
tion of the bigger one, the one we live in when we are not on the trail. We aim to provide participants 
with an environment that is best in terms of enhancing their mental endurance, streamlining their 
self-development and adopting healthier means of dealing with problems. We need to ensure that 
this environment is as similar as possible to “the real world”. Only then will the participants be able 
to stick to the recently learned patterns of conduct after they return to civilisation. In the olden days, 
tribes used to be the most thriving and vigorous social units. A tribe is fully self-sufficient and, at the 
same time, guarantees intimacy within its relationship network. Here, the young ones learn from the 
grown-ups via imitation while the grown-ups learn responsibility and caring for those who are still 
unexperienced and immature. The entire community cooperates in order to survive and prevail in 
an environment where even satisfying the most basic needs requires effort. At the same time, tribes 
care about their natural surroundings: they keep it in good condition, so it remains a source of food 
and resources. When a tribe is on the move one can walk alone or in a group. It is a kind of unit that 
respects and accepts everyone’s pace, because in a tribe everyone plays an important role in the vital 
processes within the community.
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how to carry out
WT processes

Jana Švecová
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Before the adventure begins
Trust is vital. A group of young people is going to join you to journey together through the wild. 
Once there, everything will seem to them as new and unpredictable. At times, the new surroundings 
will cause discomfort. That very discomfort is one of the key therapeutic tools within WT. Facing and 
overcoming stressful difficulties leads to outstanding change, both on individual level and as regards 
the group as a whole. Still, if we want to convince a young person to face the challenge and push his 
or her limits, we need to earn their trust and provide a sense of safety. If you do not know your par-
ticipants and the trip is only going to be your first extended stay together, be sure to remember about 
the following issues:

First impression is crucial. Our experience has shown that the pre-expedition meet-up is  
a taster of what participants can expect of one another after they depart. During this meeting, be open 
and act as a team player. Present the plan, but also allow some space for fun and joy. Try to prepare 
well to your first contact with the group. With your teammates, talk through the meeting’s schedule, 
content and the general concept. This event can determine if the young people will share your vision 
of hiking together and choose to join you. Remember: It is also the first step in the process of group 
forming.

Bearing in mind the age and development needs of you participants, think on the following issues:

• How much time will you spend together during the first meeting? We suggest something between 
90 (you should not rush anything) and 180 minutes (you do not want the group to get bored).

• What will seem interesting to this particular group? It is worthwhile to engage young people in 
practical activities.

• What should the participants get out of your first meeting? We reckon that the most important 
thing here is that they feel that the staff respects their opinion.

Our experience shows that introductory activities with participants should begin no later than 8 
weeks before departure day. Also, be prepared to face typical complications slowing down the col-
lective process (scheduling trouble, absences, illnesses, etc.)

The preparations intensity level will depend on whether you choose to introduce a WT programme 
focused on personal development or one focused on therapy. In case of expeditions meant as part of 
extended therapeutic work secure enough time for learning the personal and family-related situation 
of each group member. That kind of expeditions requires staff with much higher psychotherapeutic 
skills. The staff team needs to be able to meet all the requirements that particular participants may 
present (e.g. social adjustment difficulties, behavioural disorders, addictions, etc.). Those, in practice, 
may result in a wide array of necessary modifications, e.g. more introductory meet-ups, drawing up 
individual safety plans in case of crises, or even: including a psychiatrist in the staff team.

If you do not know your participants, meet up with them at least two times before you all leave on 
the trip. It is normal both for young participants and their parents, to show certain anxiety. Dedicate 
enough time for the introductory contact. By doing so, you are increasing the chances that all the 
registered participants will turn up on departure day.
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COLLECTIVE PREPARATIONS BEFORE THE TRIP
First contact with the participants.
Sit together in a circle: it provides a sense of community and equality. In a couple of sentences explain 
why you have gathered. Next, suggest an integration game which will allow even the more introverted 
participants to gain confidence. Name the basic rules of safe cooperation inside the group (e.g. “Stop”, 
“What is said here, stays between us”, “Let’s respect each other: one person speaks at a time”). Those 
rules are important, since they are going to be your reference point during the trip. 

Let your motivational remarks be concise. Convey them in a language that is familiar to the parti-
cipants. Tell them what they can get out of the expedition. Be frank about possible challenges and 
difficulties. Explain what sense there is in facing them. This way, you’ll encourage the group to ask 
questions and express doubts. 

Provide space for asking questions. End this part of your meet-up with an  exercise-involving integra-
tion game. Be frank and specific when it comes to describing the expedition. Explain the role of each 
staff member, including yourself. Our experience so far shows that its worthwhile to answer all the 
questions about physiological needs. It is also important to include the subject of “emergency brakes”, 
i.e. ways of “backing off” from the group or managing crises (more information on this subject further 
in this chapter). Do not hesitate to specifically name situations and ways of conduct which will not be 
tolerated during the trip, either due to your organisation’s internal regulations or because of the spec-
ificity of a particular group. One example of such situation is a ban on alcohol and other stimulants. It 
may also be prohibited to engage in sexual contacts with other participants or behave in an aggressive 
manner. Your resolute approach to such issues will make the participant feel safe. That, in turn, will 
help them make the decision to join the expedition. 

Each formed group of participants has its specificity. A key factor in WT is to remain open to sug-
gestions and be ready to react in a flexible way. That means not just reacting to physical conditions 
during the trip, but also adjusting your plans and internal rules to specific participants. For example, 
most participants of anti-addiction programmes smoke. It is therefore logical to set up clear rules 
that will allow smoking cigarettes. In WT following the rules with no regard for exceptions will never 
lead to success. 

Once again, provide time for answering participants’ questions. Some of them may be more specific, 
while some a bit more intimate (e.g. regarding personal hygiene). Remain open and never judge. Re-
member: no subject is stupid. Some more delicate matters can also be brought up, so suggest discuss-
ing them in private once the meet-up is over.

Near the end of your meeting hand to each future participant a printout of the neces sary documents.
Then, sum up the three moments of the expedition which, according to you, are the most important. 
Pick ones that you want the participants to remember. Together, schedule the next step of prepara-
tions (e.g. your next meet-up, phone contact or documents hand-over). If you feel like it, together and 
out loud express your enthusiasm about going on a trip together.



13

Talks with participants before departure
Hold private talks with individual participants following the rules of your home organisation. Also, 
observe the guidelines of the project the expedition is part of.

If you do not know your future participants in person, schedule at least 45 minutes to get to know each 
of them. This way, in part with the use of a formal questionnaire and other psychodiagnostic tools, you 
will learn about each individual’s situation. Ask every participant about his/her expectations. Also, do 
not forget to ask about the so-called resources (all the things that motivate the participant and allow 
him/her to overcome obstacles). Do not be afraid to sit together and let the person in question name 
their potential weaknesses. Remember, you can always reformulate things. Talk about the challenges, 
i.e. things that the participant would like to learn or strengthen.

The contract 
We encourage you to draw up a contract with the participants. If the sole purpose of your contact is 
to organise the trip, stipulate the rules of your future cooperation in writing. The contract will mean 
a mutual compromise. It should include rights and obligations of both the participants and the staff. 
The more concise and plain the contract’s content, the better. Allow every young person to take their 
time reading the document, and to comment on it, if they want to. Only then, ask them to sign it.

Shaping the group
The size and form of the group are crucial for the success of the expedition. We have had successful 
interactions with groups consisting of approximately seven participants (two people, give or take). 
Remember: the participants should always clearly (that means: at least two times) outnumber the staff. 
The group must be large enough to meet the group dynamics requirements. You should structure the 
group’s human mosaic sticking to both group dynamics principles and the general guidelines of your 
project. Participants displaying similar problems should be a minority. The wider the human array, 
the larger the scope of possible interactions inside the group. In case of development-focused pro-
jects and work with mentally stable participants try to make the group diverse. If, however, your group 
consists of more challenging members, we recommend the following procedure: think of the toughest 
case scenario for each of them as individuals and for the group as a whole. Only then proceed to the 
selection of particular participants. Remember: safety is always first.
The group’s internal cohesion will depend on both the members you single-out and on the level of 
proximity between them. On occasions, your participants will be a group that has been functioning 
for some time. In such case, check what development stage they are at. Having done it you will be 
able to forecast how the group is going to behave during the trip. For example, the group living its 
storming phase during the expedition will result in much more emotional clashes than in case of e.g. 
the performing phase.

Apply the same guidelines when it comes to selecting staff members. The team should in-
clude people of different gender, personality and skills, and performing different tasks with-
in the group. Also, take into consideration the experience of particular staff members, and 



14

their ability to cooperate. All your varying characters should have one common denominator:  
a mature and internally stable personality. Staff members as role models for young people are 
one of the key therapeutic ingredients of the WT method. Take a moment to think on how 
you yourself behave in stressful situations: how do you then act towards others and yourself.  
All that will strongly influence the young people who are about to be in your care.

It is important, in the period leading to departure, to provide the staff team with suffi-
cient support in terms of supervision and organiser meet-ups. If you are the head of the ex-
pedition, focus on ensuring that the communication between staff members runs smooth-
ly and efficiently. When you are already in the wild there will be no time to streamline 
overlooked processes. On the contrary: the burden of responsibility will make all the neglect-
ed or overlooked needs of members more visible. We have experienced it ourselves a num-
ber of times. Remember: the group will feel just as good or just as bad as their guides, the staff.  
In the weeks before departure, do invest enough time and energy in good preparation and taking care 
of the staff’s wellbeing.

During the trip
The group’s specificity at given development stages, the weather conditions, even the scenery: all 
that is going to influence particular days of your expedition. Still, despite all the variables you can 
expect the group to develop in the manner described below. When you know what to focus on in the 
ever-changing circumstances, you will be able to supervise the group process more efficiently.

GROUP DEVELOPMENT STAGES
Forming
General description: it is a continuation of the process started at the first contact. On the way 
to your first overnight stay you will see members getting to know one another and playing sim-
ple games. The group will be simultaneously learning their natural surroundings: its potential and 
the challenges it involves. There will be first instances of someone having to use a toilet or get-
ting hungry while on the trail. The group will begin their struggle with the weight of their equip-
ment and the physical challenges on the way. Some participants are shocked when they discov-
er how difficult the road ahead actually is. There will be members who are going to doubt if they 
are up to the task. Be prepared for cases of crises caused by the breach of particular participants’ 
comfort zone. The technical challenges awaiting the participants are: setting up camp, building  
a shelter/tent together with another member, cooking a meal and finding water.

What to focus on? Try to create a pleasant atmosphere. A helpful factor here will be a clear and 
comprehensible programme structure. Group members need to feel their needs are taken seriously.
 
Pay attention to organising the basic aspects of your community: the time and space you share. 
By “space” we mostly mean the area taken up by your camp: its exact location, shape (circle? 
Horseshoe?) and tidiness. As for time management, we’ve had good experience with daily morn-
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ing and evening reunions. Such gatherings become a fixed point of the schedule of each day and 
provide a safe space for discussion and bringing up important topics: some of them purely tech-
nical, some more intimate. The reunions constitute a frame of each of your days together and the 
space you share. The bonfire in the centre is a reminder of ancient tribe culture and a natural call 
for the participants to sit in a centre. Finding firewood and getting a fire going are at the same 
time cooperation exercises and a great way to emotionally unwind and satisfy our inner need to 
be alone for a while. The gathering is an important and predictable component of each day. It is  
the opposite of being on the move, because hiking means constant change and facing the unpredicta-
ble, having to adapt. Schedule the first days introducing a rigid timetable. Later, loosen the structure. 
 
Suitable activities: we recommend activities encouraging participants to get to know each other 
and establishing cooperation. The best solution are games in pairs not involving deeper engagement. 
Brief the group on the basic rules of living together (stressing that you are going to complement them 
together over the next days) and the basic Leave no Trace guidelines (see: chapter VIII). Those need 
to be applied already on the first day (garbage disposal, toilet, efficient use of natural resources, etc.).
 
To open in front of the participants a road towards nature and learning more about them-
selves hold an Opening ritual. (for more tools see chapter IV). First, concisely explain what pur-
pose it serves. Then, leave the group alone, so participants can build or find something suit-
able for holding the ritual. Suitable motifs are one resembling a gate or a bridge (e.g. over 
a stream). What is important here is the symbolic act of passing to the other side: a mo-
ment when each of the participants can focus on the experience of entering another reality. 
 
During this stage explain to the participants what kind of use they can make of their diaries and other, 
smaller but also powerful, objects you have given them. During the first evening reunion introduce the 
concept of a totem and encourage the group to find or make one.

Activities to be avoided: Exclude mentally exhausting activities, ones which force participants to 
“go all the way”, e.g. by facing a simulated conflict. Also, do not ask individuals to perform in front of 
the group or to quickly assume a role within it. Do not encourage extended and detailed sharing of 
individual impressions.

Feedback: during this phase you should focus on describing the things that will happen during your 
joint activities. Guide your group members and provide them with feedback.
 
Moving on to the next stage: You will properly streamline it, if you manage to gradually create an 
atmosphere of openness and feedback exchange. Guided by the staff, the participants will be testing 
one role after another. Eventually, they will assume the risk of being frank towards others. Support 
the members’ self-reflection efforts. 
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Observed aspect                                              Description
Leading subject 
inside the group

Group creation. Getting to know one another.  Learning to under-
stand the purpose of the group. Early bonds. Mutual dependence. 
Anxiety. Search for valid norms.

Roles and engagement Participants do not enter roles yet. They assess their position and 
verify the roles of others.  Participants try to establish what they 
have in common as regards the superficial layer of relationship (e.g. 
“we both have dogs”). Members define themselves in respect to the 
external environment. Conflicts, usually, are immediately resolved. 
Participants’ approach is forthcoming and friendly.

Staff members Perceived as authority figures, usually in a positive way. The parti-
cipants depend on them.

Behaviour of individual 
participants

Participants stick to „safe” conversation topics. They apply to the 
rules and cause no difficulties or conflicts.
   
Fears: „Will I be accepted?”, „Who am I supposed to be here??”, 
„How do the others see me??”, „How do I become part of this 
group?”. Participants act carefully, they are not willing to take risk. 
They try to become group members by helping others and showing 
their best side. 

Leadership, decision making All is left to the staff. If no official leader has been appointed, 
someone will spontaneously become one. This situation favours 
extrovert people.

Relationship structure Participants seek safe contact with others; they are busy with their 
own business. Only the next stage will produce alliances.

Summary of the group’s behaviours during this stage
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Storming
General description: our experience shows that as of day three participants start to feel tired. That, in 
turn, results in irascibility and emotional reactions. That phenomenon enhances the processes which 
are typical for this stage of group development. Participants leave behind their previous safe patterns 
of conduct, since those are insufficient in the new situation. Gradually, everyone in the group gets in 
touch with everyone else. Space for possible confrontation is created. In it, macerate status and power 
issues garnished with frustration resulting from hitting one’s limits and having to leave one’s comfort 
zone. Those days tend to be tough for both the participants and the staff. The latter, once they no-
tice tensions within the group, are faced with the task of maintaining limits and constructive temper 
soothing. Day three, however, also marks the beginning of new comfort resulting from having got used 
to nature. By the end of that day the group can focus more on working with emotions.

What to focus on? Provide safe space for position negotiations: it is going to legitimize  
the fair competition leading to the filling of particular positions. In case of a conflict, help resolve it. 
We advise you to be implacable when it comes to aggressive behaviour and other forms of conduct 
which are prohibited (remind the participant of your pre-departure agreement). Remember: this is the 
stage where conflicts are most common.

Suitable activities: introduce activities which help enhance the participants’ increasing ability to 
convey feedback. Clearly define each task. Engage the entire group into activity (in some cases you 
can divide it into smaller teams). Recommendable activities here are ones which, in a sensible and ap-
propriate way, help notice and accept differences, e.g. the “river of life”. It is an activity during which 
group members learn about the life trials of the others and the things which shaped their personal-
ities. Those kinds of discoveries help understand participants’ behaviour during the trip. Another 
proven tools are activities for reducing tention: competitive components requiring different skills and 
physical play encouraging communication between participants. The evening bonfire with a totem 
and space for discussion will bring you tranquillity. Singing is a proven universal language. Another 
option is purifying collective screaming☺.

Activities to be avoided: All those that favour breaching limits. Also avoid all the activities with un-
clear rules and ones which provide ground for aggression.

Feedback: Create a safe space for sharing and accepting feedback. Help participants formulate their 
impressions and express them in first person: such form backs down the possible negative reaction 
(“I feel…”, “I am not able to…”, etc.). Listen to the participants and support all of them. If you manage to 
control this phase, it will become a foundation for constructive resolution of conflicts, useful during 
further development stages.
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Norming
General description: The group becomes cohesive. It turns into a tribal community providing ever 
deeper sense of emotional safety and trust. Rules and guidelines are accepted and begin to be ob-
served. That, in turn, gives the participants space to focus on the direction they are heading in (  both 

Observed aspect                                              Description
Leading subject  
inside the group

The initial euphoria disappears. Now, emotions are expressed 
and symptoms of frustration can be noticed. There are confron-
tations resulting from power struggles and seeking independ-
ence. Conflict resolution efforts are made and roles are assessed. 
Participants notice differences and strive to be accepted.

Roles and engagement Participants take up roles and abandon them. The ability to 
maintain personal status becomes, subjectively, more impor-
tant than the search for rational solutions. The group learns to 
confront different roles. Fear of being rejected is now clearly 
visible as it evolves into strive for support. First clear feedback  
is conveyed.

Staff members They are sometimes perceived in a negative way: as substitute 
scapegoats associated with the frustration felt by participants.  
Conflicts between participants/opposing the leaders. There 
is visible strive for regaining control and independence which 
manifests itself by questioning authority, breaching limits and 
breaking the rules.

Behaviour of individual 
participants

The behaviour is clearly marked with emotions. We can see ef-
forts towards determining one’s position. Criticisms of others are 
expressed too. There is a need to define certain aspects within 
the group. The following questions are often asked: Who am I? 
What do I want? How much am I going to allow? What kind of 
relationships do I want? Critical reactions can even be expressed 
through aggression.

Leadership  
and decision making 

Criticim, which is typical of this phase, also turns against the 
staff. As for the group itself, there is usually no leadership due 
to the functioning of the conflict resolution mechanism. 

Relationship structure The structure within the group constantly changes due to par-
ticipants moving from one role to another. Interactions are now 
more frequent. Pairs unite into sub-groups and alliances. 

Summary of the group’s behaviours during this stage
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literally, during the expedition, and in general life terms) and to keep examining their inner self and 
the role they took up. The tribe gains strength to grow and work together. Participants now experience 
the joy of being in the wild.  Their sensitivity towards nature gradually increases. Some group mem-
bers already at this stage feel the need to spend time alone and reflect on their problems.

What to focus on?  During this phase, you may notice limits being tested. Some participants may be 
trying to check if they are still there. Remember to be consistent and resolute.

Often, at this stage participants have long and personal conversations with staff members as they 
wonder through the wild together. Take inspiration from metaphors which can easily be found in na-
ture. Use them to talk about you. Encourage participants to apply the language of symbols to describe 
their experiences. 

Suitable activities: All those which encourage focusing on role distribution in a way which favours 
collective success (who and why should take care of specific activities in order for the entire group 
to benefit). Engage all the members in the activities. Introduce actions aimed at conveying personal 
opinions and receiving feedback (“Values”, “My own coat of arms”, “My own mandala”). During this 
stage participants often spontaneously start using their diaries. You can guide them by suggesting 
more topics they can explore by writing.

Activities to be avoided: Mindless tasks which constitute no challenge. At this stage participants 
should be stimulated and engage in challenging activities.

Feedback: Create an ambience favouring mutual feedback reception. Describe processes and do not 
be afraid to look deeper into the inner self of particular members. As for the roles within the group: 
comment on who took up each of them and because of what kind of predispositions (e.g. “Tom is a 
good negotiator, because he is capable of noticing what people have in common and helping them 
reach an understanding”).

Observed aspect                                              Description
Leading subject  
inside the group

Defining expectations. Creating a modus operandi. Taking up par-
ticular roles. The group is now used to a certain order: it is a stage 
of stability and development. Individual and collective goals are set. 
The group is able to see itself realistically.

Roles and engagement Roles are taken, but some changes are still possible. There is gen-
uine respect between members: they are equal irrespectively of 
their particular role. A growing number of members spontaneously 
engages in everyday processes such as finding water or cooking. 
You will notice natural and spontaneos cooperation and exchange 
of ideas and opinions. There is a shift from confrontation towards 
proximity. 

Summary of the group’s behaviours during this stage
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Staff members They are now perceived as partners. You can make yourself more 
visible, because you are no longer annoying to the group. The staff 
no longer poses a „threat”. Also, members no longer expect you to 
rescue them. During this phase the staff should give the group more 
freedom, e.g. via introudcing their ideas into the trip schedule. The 
overall responsibility now rests on the group as a whole.

Behaviour of individual 
participants

There is visible relief. Many things get accepted the way they are. 
Energy is now invested in deepening relationships and caring 
about them. Members look after mutual proximity. Individuals can 
spend more time thoroughly analysing their problems. There is 
more space for personal projects and self-reflection.

Leadership and decision 
making 

The group’s informal leader has been singled out. Decision mak-
ing mechanisms work and thanks to them members feel safe and 
respected.

Relationship structure There is a visible relationship network. Everybody knows their 
place: if they want to, they can leave it to gain more confidence 
at getting closer to others. Coalitions disband: there is increasing 
feeling of group cohesion and a belonging to a collective.

Performing
General description: Notice the almost family-like relationships within the group and the general 
kind approach. Members identify themselves with the group and that, in turn, results in their will to 
cooperate, create and share experiences. There are ever more spontaneous ideas for ambitious pro-
jects such as e.g. building a bridge over a stream. During this phase the group hardly needs any super-
vision from the staff: it guides itself and trusts the conflict resolution mechanisms it came up with.

What to focus on? Transfer most part of leadership and decision-making processes onto the group. 
Keep providing feedback.

Suitable activities: “Solo” (see: “WT methods”): at earlier stages some welcome this activity, but some 
hate it. At this stage it is generally accepted with enthusiasm. It is now worthwhile to spend more 
time on more complex activities without a rigid structure. If you schedule enough time for them, they 
will result in new experiences, deepened relationships and members learning more about themselves. 
Important novelty: challenging tasks which require members to face stress, their own fears and limi-
tations. During this phase creativity and non-verbal communication are recommended.

Activities to be avoided: all those based on a rigid script. Also, be careful not to give to the tempta-
tion of leading and being in charge.

Feedback: Support self-regulation processes and conveying feedback within the group. It is al-
ready stable and mature: that allows you work with both its strong and week sides, and apply 
those in your work with individual members. Seek new, unobvious ways of delivering feedback. 
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Observed aspect                                              Description
Leading subject  
inside the group

Proximity, actions based on relationships and processes and agree-
ment regarding common goals allow the group to efficiently per-
form. Conflicts are no longer a threat. The group shares a number of 
goals. It is balanced and highly efficient.

Roles and engagement Each role is distributed and taken. All the members engage in col-
lective work according to their capabilities.

Staff members They are perceived as partners and, in some cases, as middle-men. 
They are seen as part of the „tribal structure”, but at the same time 
members do respect their formal authority (which overlaps with the 
informal one). 

Behaviour of individual 
participants

Open statements are conveyed, also regarding the emotional aspect. 
Proximity to others provides a genuine sense of belonging. That, in 
turn, favours openness in contacts with the group. Participants no 
longer need to strive for acceptance, so they can focus on studying 
themselves and testing their limits in a safe environment.

Leadership and decision 
making 

Leadership processes vary depending on tasks and challenges the 
group is faced with. Support the autonomy of sub-teams and work-
ing groups.

Relationship structure Family-like; tribal. 

Adjourning
General description: Nearing the end of the expedition increases anxiety in the group:  
it can even manifest itself with violent behaviour. The anxiety in question is due to the fear of going 
back home and parting ways with the group providing acceptance. There is also general uncertainty 
and also expressly named fears connected to specific challenges. Some members will own up to them, 
others try to defend themselves against emotional loss through ignoration or denial. Respect any ap-
proach and offer help with safe expression of emotions. Remember: for some members going home 
means returning to a stressful environment devoid of hope. It is best if you work with participants 
individually. 

What to focus on? At this stage, first of all support members. Be empathic and provide realistic in-
formation when asked about e.g. the possibilities of seeing one another after the return. If the expedi-
tion was meant as a one-off event and the group was only formed for the purpose of a single journey, 

Summary of group’s behaviours in this stage
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carefully guide your participants towards leaving behind membership bonds. Think how to make it 
easier for each of the participants to go home. Together, look for unique sources individual members 
can rely on in the process of returning home, especially ones they carry inside. Offer acceptance in 
the face of various emotions connected to the disbanding of the group and returning to civilisation. 
You will have plenty of occasions to show kindness and adopt a partner/parent position. During this 
phase you will be seen as a role model. Thanks to you it will be easier for the participants to accept 
their own emotions.

Suitable activities:  work with fears and other emotions connected to the end of the expedition. 
Members are often uncertain of their near future: they fear the difficulties ahead and are not sure they 
are ready to overcome them. Help them e.g. with the use of the “Hat” game. At the end of your trip 
hold a celebration and light up a huge bonfire. This way you will create a space favouring both being 
alone and spending time together.

On the last day hold a closing ritual. It can comprise different activities. Usually, writing letters to 
oneself is a good solution. It allows self-reflection and provides an opportunity to sum up one’s crucial 
feelings and thoughts. If participants feel like it, they can share their summary with the others. Part of 
the ritual is also the act of members leaving the group (going away from the circle): one by one, when 
they feel ready, the participants will get up and go. Guide the group through the following questions: 
What have I learned about myself? What have I discovered? What am I taking back home to use it there? 
What am I leaving here? Thanks to voicing their answers members will be able to realise all the layers 
of their experience in the wild (learning process) and define them through a comprehensible form  
(a few sentences, symbols, etc). It will also make it easier to revisit the experience in the future. 
 
Activities to be avoided: Do not judge or expressly instruct the participants on what they should 
share with the others. Take your time. Schedule enough time for each of the activities. Closing a col-
lective process is a difficult moment. In some cases, it can result in activating old memories of loss. 
Remember about all this and give your group enough time.
 
Feedback: We would like to stress that at this stage, at the very end of the expedition,  
the most important component is the general reflection on the experience. It usually takes place in the 
camp or once you reach a more “civilised” area. Do not start new subjects. Just focus on completing 
and closing the existing ones.

After you return

Think about what young people feel just before the end of the expedition and immediately after it. 
What needs to they have? What can help them go back to the daily routine? What factors can slow 
down the recently started development? Who may not be pleased with the changes taking place in a 
young member? Together with your team, think about each of your group members and consider the 
worst case scenario. Be sure to immediately provide professional help for participants who during the 
expedition have reopened unhealed wounds or are reliving unresolved traumas. Those issues require 
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prompt reaction. Plan it ahead already before the trip and secure access to suitable specialists. 

Complete the process of transferring responsibility from the staff onto the participants or, option-
ally, onto their families. In case of working with minor participants, it is good practice to warn their 
guardians and/or pedagogues about the possible difficulties with going back to everyday routine. It is 
a process which is sometimes a burden not just for the members, but also for the people surrounding 
them. Provide genuine and honest information on possible scenarios. 

The expedition may weaken some participants’ defence mechanisms. That, in turn, can cause going 
back to unfinished issues, revising conduct patterns or reliving painful experiences the member was 
not even fully aware of. In case of such aftermath of the expedition we recommend you call for addi-
tional therapeutic help, provided either by your own organisation or by the one the member originally 
belongs to. Depending on the kind of difficulties, individual or group psychotherapy/counselling can 
be applied. 

What to focus on? Give yourself and the group time to “digest” the experience. We recommend ap-
plying supervision (both individual and collective) in order to capture as many of your thoughts and 
observations as possible. Those impressions and reflections, both professional and private, are very 
important. Be open to self-reflection and give yourselves space. Do not judge each other. Do not pro-
ceed to reflections immediately after the return, let some time pass. This way you will be able to be 
more honest in your approach.

Recommended activities: We recommend conducting a full assessment of the expedition and the 
performance of the staff, including the preparatory phase, the expedition itself, and the final stage. 
It is best to carry it out approximately 2 months after the return. Describe your impressions in such a 
way that they can be of use to staff members taking part in future expeditions.

Some three months after the return you can also invite your group members to a meet-up, either to 
carry out a catamnesis or just to casually talk and, e.g. exchange pictures. Some Wilderness Therapy 
models recommend concluding work with a participant only a long time after the return. In such cas-
es, the trip itself becomes just a component of an extended therapeutic process. If you apply a similar 
model, then the end of the journey can be marked by e.g. a ritual of leaving the programme and moving 
on to a next stage involving more freedom, but at the same time: more responsibility. Another solution 
is holding an open ceremony with family members and friends invited as guests. During such act, the 
member publicly declares having undergone a change and accepts his or her new obligations (e.g. 
staying sober, doing voluntary work, caring for relationships, learning at school, etc.). 
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WILDERNESS THERAPY 
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Artur Świtalski
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To Begin with…
 
First, let us stress that WT is not just a collection of exercises but an entire, wholistic, method of therapeu-
tic work which uses nature as one of its resources. Working with this method, you will make use of your 
experience from previous trainings with young people, the wisdom of past generations, as well as rituals 
and legends. Just as with any other work you do with groups, you should start by specifying the goals for 
the group in question. You also need to take into account the group process. When you start designing 
the programme for your expedition, think about what the participants need. Identify the direction you 
want them to follow, and the issues you want them to reflect on. Some of them would be: “How am I?”,  
“What do I need?” or “Where am I headed?”? 

When you choose the activities, consider the group dynamics in terms of size. If the group is big, bet-
ter divide it into smaller subgroups. When choosing exercises, think about the level of energy and take 
weather conditions into account. Many of WT exercises can evoke deep emotions, so remember to 
give participants time to unwind after the exercise. Do not line activities up one directly after another.

Help the participants reflect on how they will use what they’ve learned during the expedition in their 
everyday life. After each activity ask them what they have learned, and how that will be of use in their 
life. Remember: for young people the feedback from their peers within the group is very important. It 
helps them build relationships and find their own ways. 

PILLARS OF METHODOLOGY 
 
Metaphors
Metaphors are everywhere. A butterfly, a berry, a tree or a stream can be one. Metaphors can be a 
summary of what is inside someone. They can be an inspiration for reflection. Metaphors are powerful 
tools that you can use in many different ways. Young people enjoy finding them. Support the partici-
pants in doing that. Encourage them to look at nature around them and search for metaphors. When 
they share with you what they‘ve found interesting, ask questions to learn more. 

Let’s now picture how to use this tool. You can, e.g. ask the group members to pick up on the trail 
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something that is a metaphor: something which represents how they feel that day. Some other time, 
ask them to pick up something that illustrates their past or their future. 
To give you an example: one of our participants showed us a stream which was a metaphor of his life: 
in part it flew slowly and straight, and elsewhere it had curves and changed colour.  Another young 
person found a wild berry that illustrated how he felt about his heart and soul: half full (the full-colour-
ed part of the berry) and half empty (the white part of the berry). 
 
RITUALS 
In Wilderness Therapy we encourage you to take advantage of rituals. Wild, mystic and beautiful na-
ture is a good scenery for them. Why is it worthwhile to call for rituals? First of all, the changes they 
inspire in people have their spiritual aspect: sometimes the change they inspire goes deeper and stays 
for longer. 

Rituals can be celebrated anywhere: the beginning of your expedition, the meals that you eat together, 
the evening fire and the ways you say goodbye can all be rituals. During one of our expeditions we used 
Tibetan bells to call for different activities: the morning wake-up, the beginning of go-rounds or and 
therapeutic exercises. Later in this chapter you will find more examples of rituals, among them: the 
gate of entry and the gate of farewell. 
 

DIARY 
Writing is a great experience. During this activity you get to know yourself better, explore your inner 
desires, opinions and longings. Sometimes, writing helps clear one’s mind or express emotions. Some 
people get more motivation out of writing or find in helpful in decision making. 

Encourage your participants to take notes during the expedition. If you, the organiser, have sufficient 
means, it would be great to provide each participant with a journal at the beginning of the expedition. 
If you can’t afford it, add a notebook to the list of the equipment to be taken. 
 
Encourage young people to write by asking them questions to reflect on. Ask them to write about their 
emotions, thoughts, who they want to express their gratitude to, or what was hard for them in certain 
situations. Or just encourage them to describe the events of the day. 

PROPOSITION OF ACTIVITIES BEFORE THE EXPEDITION 
 
We encourage you to get to know the participants before you leave for the trip. Find time both for 
individual talks and for the group activities that will help young people get ready for the expedition. 
During the meeting, help them with the technicalities like packing their gear, etc. It is best is if you 
hold such a meeting somewhere in the outdoors (in a forest or, e.g. a park). Perhaps, you could organize 
a short trekking trip? Save 4 to 6 hours for this kind of meeting. If there is a possibility of spending a 
night in tents, that’s even better. 
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We recommend the integration meeting cosists of the three following components:

Outdoor skills training
Divide the participants into smaller groups, so they can practise skills like:

• Packing their backpacks (both what to take, and how to organize things in the backpack);

• Putting up the tent;

• Using a map and a compass. 

A meal together
Eating is a great time for integration, especially if the entire group participates in preparing 
the food. Participants can help with, e.g. finding wood, getting the fire going, making tea etc. 
If you are indoors, you can still cook together. 

Integration and games
Schedule some integration and ice-breaking activities that you know from previous work.  
If you feel like you don’t know enough, you will find plenty of inspiration over the internet.

 DURING THE EXPEDITION  - main activities 

GO-ROUNDS 
Go-rounds help groups get together. Meet at least twice a day (morning check-in and evening check-
out) to learn how you all are. Thanks to that you will get to know how people feel in terms of physical 
shape, emotions and the group process. 

Young people react differently to the possibility of sharing with a group. Some find it very difficult, 
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others immediately talk a lot. When you start the check-in, suggest a topic. Ask the participants how 
they feel, what their worries are, or simply try to learn what they’re starting their day with. During the 
go-rounds, let the participants speak as much (or as little) as they want, do not push them. With time 
they will open and learn to talk more freely. 

The morning check-in is also a time for talking about “logistic” topics for the day:  reminding people 
how to walk on the trail, to drink water regularly, saying what distance is scheduled to be covered, etc.

The evening check-out is a time for reflection and sharing. Make an effort to conjure  
a good aura for it, e.g. make a fire and sit around it. Thanks to the evening gatherings participants can 
“let go off” things that happened to them during the day and reflect on what they have learned. Take 
some time during the evening meeting to talk about the next day: what time the wake-up is, what is 
about to happen, etc. Participants will feel safer, if they know the plan. Knowing the schedule will 
help them engage in current activities.  

To enhance the sense of being together, after the go-round ask the participants to hold hands in a 
circle, pass a pulse or do a group hug. 

GATE OF ENTRY
It is a ritual to be made at the beginning of the expedition. It symbolises leaving behind civilisation 
and starting a journey towards one’s inner self. 

On the first (or second) day of the expedition, after you leave the last signs of other peo-
ple’s presence behind you, find a quiet spot and order a short stop. Ask the kids to take  
a short walk around and find a place which can serve as the gate (it can be, e.g. the edge of the forest 
or a place where the trail goes through a stream). You can also “’build”’ your gate together (using fall-
en branches, grass, flowers etc). Once the gate is ready, ask the participants to adorn it with symbols 
(found in nature) of what they want to work on during the expedition. Mind you, sometimes it is diffi-
cult for young people to say clearly what they want to work on. In that case, you may refer to what you 
know about them and to what they had mentioned during the talks before the expedition. 

While the participants are working on the gate and the symbols ask them to follow these rules:

• They may use everything they find in the forest, but stress that they should preserve nature (no 
harming, breaking, tearing up, etc.);

• Participants should carry out the exercise in silence;

• If one person adds a piece to the gate, nobody should remove it.

Once the gate and the symbols are finished ask the participants to gather in one place. Let them walk 
through the gate one after another (when they feel ready), in approximately 1-minute intervals. Ask 
them to keep walking after passing the gate for the next 10 minutes in silence while focusing on what 
they want to experience during the expedition and what they want to change in their lives. 
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FOUR FUNDAMENTAL QUESTIONS
After you’ve all walked through the gate, get together with the group and ask them the four crucial 
questions that form the foundations of Wilderness Therapy helping people make use of their poten-
tial, values and experience:

• Where do I come from?

• Who am I?

• Where am I headed?

• What do I have to offer? 

Those four questions will help them start their spiritual journey. 

Give the participants twenty minutes to reflect on them. Encourage them to take notes of their reflec-
tions in their journals. Ask them to go back to those thoughts during the expedition. 
 
SOLO
Solo is one of the principal methods of WT. Participants go off to a place in the woods where they can 
be on their own. Below you will find some important tips on how to carry out this activity:

• ask the participants not to take with them any drinks or snacks, neither a phone or a watch;

• ask them to find a spot away from other participants, but close enough to be able to hear the 
sound of your whistle at the end of the exercise;

• tell the group how much time the solo will take, remind them not to miss the long whistle blow 
at the end;

• give each of the participants a whistle, and ask them to blow it shortly twice, if they get lost or 
need help;

• after the solo time get the group together and ask people to share. 

Before the activity suggest a topic for reflection: What do they like to do? What is important in their 
lives? What do they value in the relationships? Etc. The topic helps get into the activity, but at some 
point you can stop suggesting it, and just ask the kids to stay open and attentive to whatever comes 
to their hearts, bodies and minds.  
We recommend organising solos each day of the expedition. Depending on the group, you can start 
with, e.g. a 15-minute solo and then each day hold slightly longer ones (even up to an hour or more). 

Talk with the group about what this activity helps with. Each solo is a challenge. When you are alone, 
everything seems bigger: cold is colder, the sun is hotter, bears are scarier, and the night is darker. But 
also: our thoughts are clearer, often you will find them inspiring and new. Solo helps our senses to be 
more active: it changes our ability to experience the world and helps us in the insight into our souls. 
What young people tell us is that they feel relief of the mind and the souls afterwards.
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RIVER OF LIFE 
This activity helps the participants in the process of reflecting on their past, the things that happened 
to them, their values, longings, feeling and things they want to work on. During this exercise the par-
ticipants will make sculptures portraying their lives from the materials they find in the woods (stones, 
cones, sticks, etc.). The sculpture should encapsulate their entire life, from the day they were born till 
the present one. The nearest future should be present in it too.  

Remember to schedule this activity for a time with good weather and a day when you won’t be in a 
hurry as the whole activity takes up to 2,5 hours.
 
There are 3 steps in this exercise:

STEP 1
Ask the participants to make a sculpture that depicts the path of their life, from their perspective of 
course. Help them by asking about things they might want to include like:

• Important people - friends, parents, mentors, artists etc;
• Experiences - important losses, crises, successes, help they received, challenges;
• Spiritual experiences;
• Dreams: the ones that they have fulfilled, and the ones not made true yet.
• Education: books, performances, films, lectures
• Anything else they find important.

Once you feel the group is ready, and the weather is good enough, you can invite the participants to do a night 
solo. It is best to carry out this activity on the penultimate night or on the last one. Here is how it goes: during 
the day each member finds a nice, solitary place and turns it into his/her shelter, one that will allow spending 
a night in. Members can take with them an iso-mat, a sleeping bag, a flashlight, a medical kit, and their diary.
Remember to keep a fire going in the camp: all those who choose to return during the night should have no 
trouble doing so. Also, at least one of the adult staff members should be on guard at all times. In case some 
of the young people return early, they need to have someone to talk to. In the morning (e.g. at dawn) let all of 

you meet for go-rounds.
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For this first step give the participants about 50 minutes. During this activity they can walk around as 
much as they like, as long as they can see the leader or hear his/her whistle. 
 
STEP 2
Looking at the sculpture they’ve made, ask the participants to pick the three most important points in 
their life. Give them time to reflect on them: how did they get there? What did they learn from them? 
What values were important for them in those moments? From what perspective were they looking at 
their lives and the world at that time? Discovering the answers to those questions will support their 
understanding of what helps their personal development. 

Ask them as well to think of three things that are their strong sides, ones they are proud of happy 
about.  This step takes around 40-50 minutes. 

STEP 3 
In this last step ask the participants to look again at their sculptures and lives from the perspective 
of their assets, successes and difficulties. What things do they want to change in the future? You can 
ask them to reflect and write down answers to questions such as:

• What obstacles might come in your way?
• What strategies will you use?
• What do you need for the change and where will you find it?
• How will you recognize that you have accomplished your goal?
• What talents and strong sides will you use?

Thanks to this activity participants gain a new perspective on their past experiences. Situations they 
used to perceive as their big defeats can now be seen as important lessons. It is a time to reflect on 
what empowers and nurtures them and what their direction in life is. It is also a good opportunity to 
look at repeating patterns in their behaviours. This part of the activity lasts approximately 45 minutes. 

MANDALA
During this activity the participants will create a mandala image out of the items they find in 
nature around them. Some of the participants may have never seen a mandala, so it is good 
to have printouts showing some examples. The subject of the mandala is up to the leader  
to choose. You can ask questions such as „Who am I?” or: „What am I made of?”.

 Once the mandalas are ready, the group can gather for a tour and jointly look at each piece. The 
tour is also a moment for the authors to talk about their mandalas (as much as they want to talk, no 
pushing). 

This exercise usually quiets people down and helps them relax. It also enables participants to reach 
deeper into themselves. Save 1-1,5 hours for the tour and the talking after the mandalas are finished. 
You can also take pictures of the mandalas for the participants: they might become their personal 
souvenirs. 
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OTHER TOOLS

Mandala is a harmonic composition based on the 
shape of a circle (which symbolises the sky and 

infinity) and a square (symbolising human beings 
and the Earth). Mandala comes from Buddhist 

tradition. The process of creating a mandala is a 
form of meditation. 

TREES  

“Trees” is an activity that can, on the one hand, help build a sense of safety. On the other, it helps 
improve the skills of being focused and attentive at the current moment. This exercise is usually very 
much appreciated by young participants.  

This is how to do it, step-by-step: 

• divide participants into pairs;

• ask one person in each pair to cover his/her eyes with a scarf;

• the person with the eyes uncovered is now the guide for his/her partner. He/she has to guide the 
other person carefully through the forest (without walking too far from the camp);

• the guide picks a tree and asks the partner (still with the eyes covered) to study the tree as thor-
oughly as possible with all senses except for eyesight, i.e. touch, smell, etc.

• then, the guide takes the partner back to the starting point (making the way not too obvious by 
turning around and changing directions) and uncovers the partner’s eyes. Now it is the latter’s task 
to find the tree they came back from.

• after the partner has found the tree the roles are swapped. The person who was the leader covers 
his/her eyes, and the partner guides that person to another tree.

After the activity get the group together to discuss the experience. Ask questions such as: how did you 
feel in each of the roles? In which role did you feel more comfortable? How did it feel to look for the 
tree? How was it to use different senses? Good idea is to ask how they felt while being responsible for 
someone else and on the other hand, while trusting another person, giving up control. 
This activity usually takes some 50 minutes. 
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STORYTELLING 
Storytelling is a wonderful activity for an evening bonfire. 
You can tell stories that you made up yourself or use tales 
written by someone else. On the web there is a wide array  
of tales: search under “tales, therapeutic tales, therapeu-
tic stories, campfire stories”. After the tale is finished, in 
an unguided talk let the young people express their feel-
ings and emotions. Sometimes, silence will fall after the 
story is over. The silence is a veil concealing inner pro-
cesses that take place inside the listeners. When you’re 
choosing topics of the stories you want to tell, stick to 
ones that are important for the group or have naturally 
played out inside it.
 
MORNING WARM-UP 
The morning is a good time for a small dose of body 
workout. Invite the participants to some gymnastics be-
fore you start walking. Lifting heavy backpacks is a chal-
lenge for their bodies. 
During the exercises ask the participants to warm up 
their muscles. You can also ask people to give each oth-
er short massages. Taking care of your bodies also helps 
people reach deeper into their emotions and feelings. It is 
important that you feel confident while leading this type 
of activity. If you don’t, ask other staff members: maybe 
some can help out?

AT THE END OF THE EXPEDITION
The end of the expedition is the time to sum up everything the participants have learned during their 
time together. It is also the time to reflect on how they want to implement what they have learned in 
day-to-day life. Conducting a summary will also help young people face fears that may appear at the 
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thought of going back home. Below, we present some of the activities that can guide the participants 
through that process. 

Questions you want the participants to ask themselves are the following:
What have I gained so far? What powers have I accumulated? What can I think of doing now that I 
have never thought of before? What assets do I have and want to remember about in my daily life? 
What is my weakness that I want to leave behind?

Examples of exercises: 

THE HAT – give out pieces of paper to all the participants. Ask them to write down fears, doubts, feel-
ings and hopes they have as regards coming back to their normal lives and trying to make a change in 
them. Then, ask the participants to fold the paper and put into the hat. After mixing all the answers 
together, pick them out one by one. Together try to address each of them and find solutions for coping 
with the described situations.  

LETTER WRITING – in this activity the participants write letters to themselves. Those letters will be 
posted by you some three months after the expedition. Give out papers and envelopes. Ask the partic-
ipants to write their letters and put addresses on the envelopes. Ask questions that the participants 
should answer in the letters. Gather the letters and send them when the time comes. 

STONES – ask the participants to take a short walk and find three small stones symbolising their assets 
and another three symbolising the challenges they might face on their way to making the change they 
want to achieve. Once they’ve picked the stones ask them to take their time to reflect on how they can 
use their assets in their life, and how they can deal with the difficulties. Then, ask the kids to pick one 
of their “challenge” stones, the one that depicts a challenge they want to leave behind. Let them bury 
it or throw it into a river. The rest of the stones should be kept by the participants. 

A MAP OF RELATIONSHIPS – ask the participants to create (from natural materials they find, or by draw-
ing) a map of people that surround them in life: 

• People who can support them (emotionally, as mentors, etc.)

• People who are important to them

• People who may hold them back

Get the group together to discuss their maps once they are done. 

THE GATE OF FAREWELL  -  Schedule this activity for the last day out in the wilderness, for example before 
entering the last camping spot, which we recommend to spend in a “civilized spot”.
 
As it was with the Gate of Entry, the participants build together a gate they will next walk through. 
You can complete this ritual with some other practices such as burning incense, playing little Tibetan 
bells or drums. 
Make sure that each person going through the gate has enough time to quiet down and focus. Here 
are some questions you may want to ask to the participants before they go through the gate: What 
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have you learned? What will you keep inside after this expedition? 
What have you learned about yourself? What kind of change do you 
want in your life?

AFTER THE EXPEDITION
Arrange a group meeting 2-3 months after the expedition, so the 
participants can once again go back to their experiences and re-
flect on what they gained. One way to hold such a meet-up is doing 
public speeches. If you choose this mode of activity, tell the partic-
ipants beforehand, so they have time to prepare. Ask them to talk 
about what has changed in their lives after they came back from 
the WT expedition. You can also ask if they want to share with the 
rest of the group the letters that they had written to themselves 
during the trip.  To add special importance to the meeting you can 
invite the parents of the participants or ask the participants to in-
vite their friends.

Such get-together is also a good moment for photo viewing and 
simply hanging out. It goes without saying that it is best to hold 
it outdoors.  
 
SUMMARY 
Wilderness Therapy tools make use of nature, space and the time to deepen the self-awareness of 
the participants. When you design the programme, remember that sometimes less means more and 
being slower actually results in moving faster. Be attentive to what is happening around you, both in 
nature and inside the group. Remember not to stick rigidly to the programme: modify it accordingly 
to the situation.
 
Invite the participants to take risk and step out of their comfort zone. Ask them to explore and observe 
their way of behaviour and to try new ones. And, last but not least, enjoy your time together and the 
beauty of the nature around you. The wilderness, the fire, the night sky above you, those are the prime 
things to enjoy together. The therapeutic activities are just an addition. It’s the contact with nature 
and the atmosphere of sharing and appreciation that give the participants the most.
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Team
You have learned the basics of the method and you are thinking about organizing an expedition 
yourself? Are you looking for people who could join your team? Do you know what kind of skills they 
should have? Who is the method destined for? Who else should we include while preparing an expe-
dition? Below, you will find answers to these questions. 

The aim of Wilderness Therapy, next to the therapeutic & self-development aspect, is also to make the 
participants more aware and sensitive to the needs of wild nature. Young people learn mostly through 
following role-models: that is why it is vital that the staff themselves represent adequate approach, 
sensitivity and interest.

Do you think you are ready to join the team? Test yourself! Below you will find the 7-point basic 
competence framework.  Use it and see how ready you are. 

• Do you know how to use nature as a therapeutic tool? 
• Do you have basic survival skills (dressing adequately to the weather conditions, putting up tents, 

starting a fire even in the rain, finding drinking water, preparing meals on camping stoves and 
over fire, using maps and compass, taking care of your hygiene while being outdoors)?

• Can you work in a team and under pressure (after little sleep, being physically tired)? 
• Do you know basic Leave No Trace guidelines? (read more in the chapter: VIII)
• Have you recently done a first-aid course? Will you be able to apply your skills outdoors? 
• Do you have competence and experience necessary to conduct group processes and individual 

therapeutic processes? 
• Are you sensitive towards other people and nature, and do you love the outdoors?

The aim of Wilderness Therapy, next to the therapeutic & self-development aspect, is also to make the 
participants more aware and sensitive to the needs of wild nature. Young people learn mostly through 
following role-models: that is why it is vital that the staff themselves represent adequate approach, 
sensitivity and interest.

WHO SHOULD BE ON THE TEAM: 
HOW TO DISTRIBUTE THE ROLES?

In our expeditions we named two main roles within the 
staff: the leader of the therapeutic process and the 
guide.  

The leader of the process is a person who is focused on 
the group and the inner process inside of it. That person 
concentrates on the therapeutic process and on the well-
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being and physical shape of the participants. The leader of the process is responsible for leading the  
go-rounds at the beginning and at the end of each day. This person will have the last word, if it is 
thought that one of the participants needs to leave the expedition early.

The leader of the process needs to have advanced therapeutic skills (more than just the basic re-
quirements we mentioned above ☺) and, at least, basic outdoor skills. It is crucial that the leader be 
a good listener: one who takes into account both what was said and what remained unspoken. The 
leader needs to be able to meet the needs of different people and come up with a consensus when they 
have opposite views. There are going to be moments when some of the participants will be exhausted 
and frustrated and others full of enthusiasm and excitement about continuing. It might also happen 
that the staff will need to exclude somebody from continuing the trip for safety reasons (physical or 
psychological safety). The leader of the process will be the person in charge of making all those deci-
sions, using his or her entire experience and knowledge. The leader needs to cooperate very well with 
the guide: trust that person and respect his/her perspective when making decisions. To read more 
about conductinc therapeutical process in terms of WT, see chapter III.

A WT expedition guide is a person whose main responsibility is to take care of the logistics and 
guarantee the safety of the group. The guide needs to have advanced outdoor and traveller’s skills 
and be able to organize group work in outdoor conditions. It is the guide’s responsibility to pick the 
right trails and camping sites, find drinking water, make a fire or take care of the equipment and evac-
uation plan in case of emergency. He or she will be responsible for giving the participants a briefing 
on how to handle the equipment, put up their tents, use the axe and the saw. The guide should know 
the expedition area well: where it is possible to camp and how far the group needs to go. To summa-
rize: a guide is the person who will tell us how far we need to walk or if the trail ahead of us is difficult. 
The guide’s knowledge helps build a sense of safety in the group, so it is best if he/she shares skills and 
information with the participants. If you have somebody on your team who can be the guide, great! If 
not, you can hire an external professional. In that latter case, remember to draw up a written contract 
and clearly stipulate the issues of responsibility and safety.

The guide will do a good job, if he/she works hand in hand with the leader of the process, who has 
insight into the physical capabilities of the group. Our advice is to never merge those two roles and 
burden a single person with them. It is not the best idea to organize trips where the guide is at the 
same time the leader of the process. That especially applies to beginners. That would just be too much 
for one head to handle!

Work with your team so that the people described above can work hand in hand and be able to make 
decisions together. If you are in the mountains or in a forest and it is getting dark, there really is no 
time for pointless quarrels. Before you go on the expedition, you need to decide who will have the 
last word in case of tougher decisions: who will be the main leader of the expedition. We chose to 
entrust that role to the leader of the process.  
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During one of our expeditions one of the participants fell and injured her leg. She was able to walk, 
but not to cover the scheduled distance. As staff we made the decision to shorten the distance and 

to call a car to pick up the injured girl. 

Other roles to distribute inside your team:

A person responsible for first-aid. This person will be responsible for e.g. bandaging, treating mi-
nor cuts and pulling out ticks. It is preferable that the selected person also knows procedures to be 
applied in more serious situations (like a broken leg or severe burns). The first-aider needs to have 
completed adequate training, and it would be best if that person knew how to use his or her skills in 
outdoor conditions. 

Support from down-below. We strongly recommend that you maintain contact with someone who 
will remain near the area of your expedition, has a car, and will be ready to help in emergency sit-
uations. Do not overuse that kind of help (for example, if you run out of sugar…). It is best to try to 
complete the expedition using your own supplies, but in case of emergency do call for aid as quick 
as possible. 

How many people do we need on our staff
The list of roles to be distributed during expeditions results in the question: how many staff members 
should we include in WT? There is no short answer to that question. The minimum number of staff 
is two people, but if you have such possibility we recommend to recruit more. In the latter case follow 
the needs and characteristics of the participants for whom the expedition is organised. Sometimes, it 
is even good to recruit as many staff as to have one staff member per one participant: especially if you 
are working with groups with special needs. When making the decision regarding the number of staff 
take into account that too many adults will influence the group’s dynamics. 

If you want to provide your core staff with support, you can invite volunteers. They can prove very 
valuable during expeditions. Remember that the volunteers also need to have skills listed at the be-
ginning of this chapter, as well as basic knowledge about the WT method. Keep in mind that they are 
supposed to help you, not become a burden.

Team work
Organize a team meeting before the expedition. Distribute the roles, take different scenarios into 
account (also evacuation in case of difficulties). Check if everyone has the necessary knowledge. It is 
also the last moment to discuss any personal clashes. 

During the expedition make sure to hold team meetings. Check on one another about your physical 
and emotional state; exchange observations about the group and your own work. Plan ahead together. 
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After the expedition dedicate time to conduct group supervision with a professional supervisor who 
will help you talk about difficulties and success in your work. 

To sum up, there are two main roles: the leader of the therapeutic process and the guide. Other roles 
that we distributed within our team were: main coordinator, first-aider, person who will accompany 
participants in case of early departure, and someone who will support the expedition from down-be-
low. 

Participants: who is this method meant for?
Wilderness Therapy can be used to work with people of different age: younger youth (12-13 years-
old), bigger youth, and adults. It is suitable for people with different conduct disorders, depression, 
addictions or disabilities, but also for those who do not face any such problems and just want to learn 
more about themselves. It is a method which can be used with various kinds of participants: generally, 
people who want to take a journey into their inner selves. 

As one of the main goals of the trip is to take a group into the wilderness, away from civilisation, 
where there will be no possibility of getting immediate medical help. In our opinion, this circum-
stance is one of the main criteria while recruiting for the expedition. Remember that your clients may 
react to nature differently to what you expect (even if you think you know them well). You can learn 
more about recruitment of groups reading chapter III.

Parents / legal guardians of minor participants 

Should we include them in the process?
Parents/ legal guardians of our participants are important and we need to make sure to contact them 
before the expedition. We advise to schedule a meeting with them. During the meeting they can fill 
in necessary papers and talk about various aspects of the expedition.
 
We recommend to draw up a separate contract with the parents. The contract should state on what 
conditions and in what situations you can send a participant back earlier. It should also stipulate the 
ways of communication during the expedition (as phone contact will be limited). 

Our whole team (along with the volunteers) got together for a group supervision 
both before and after the expedition
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Other institutions 

If you recruit participants inside an institution (e.g. school, therapeutic centre, etc.)  
you should start by talking to the staff members most interested in the method and to the headmaster/
director. Provide them with as much information about the method as possible. 

Often some of the staff members will be interested in joining your expedition. If you are open to such 
an option check with that person if he or she holds similar values and shares your approach to working 
with young people. Remember to thoroughly discuss the role and responsibility of each such person. 
We chose to include them as volunteers: not engaged in the therapeutic or decision-making process. 
Of course, each time the context is slightly different. Be open to different solutions, talk about them.

In order to get to know the participants and their needs consider getting in touch with the school 
pedagogue/psychologist/educator/class tutor. Also, think of other important adult figures, e.g. fa-
mily counsellors. Ask yourself what kind of information you need to collect and how to best conduct 
the meeting. 

It is important to have a reliable image of the people with whom you will spend the next couple of 
days out in the middle of nowhere☺.
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how to gather feedback about the work we do
Evaluation is a part of a learning process. It helps understand the actions we take and the results they 
produce. The aim of evaluation is to help improve the quality of actions and to increase their impact.   

How to measure the results of your work
When you begin planning an evaluation, be sure to choose an appropriate research tool that will 
allow you to accurately assess the exact thing you want to assess. Check the tools before you go on 
with the evaluation and see if they really work the way you expected. Before you start, ask yourself the 
following questions: what do I want to measure or assess? What kind of changes after the project am 
I expecting? How will I tell that change has taken place? How will I know what has changed?

One of the evaluation tools used in work with young people, and also applied to some WT projects in 
Europe, is Outcome Star. This tool is designed as a number of concentric circles. Respondents tick 
on the scale to describe their  level of satisfaction with different aspects of their lives.  

Recently, Wilderness Foundation has been working on developing its own tool called Tree Rings. It 
will be a method used for evaluation of Wilderness Therapy expeditions. 

As WT is a relatively new method, we encourage you to join our efforts in evaluating and noticing the 
outcomes of it. To do so, use one of the methods already applied. Then, the gathered data can be used 
by researchers and compared with other projects.

Within our project we conducted relatively thorough studies. Using our tool we asked our participants 
to tell us about the following aspects: 

• Relationships with peers

• Physical health and wellbeing

• Mood

• Connection with nature

• Feelings about being oneself

• Plans for the future

• Self-empathy

• Self-awareness

You will learn more about how we conducted our research in the second part 
of our publication Which You can find at www.wildernesstherapy.pl/en 
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Another tool, more scientifically developed and standarised, which already has English, Polish and 
Chech language versions, is the Rosenbereg Self-esteem Scale. 
Other tools that we recommend (so far, only available in English) are:

• Nature Relatedness Scale and scoring, Nisbet, E. K. L., Zelenski, J. M., & Murphy, S. A.  (2009)
• PANAS Scales, Watson D, Clark LA, Tellegen A. Development and Validation of Brief Measures 

of Positive and Negative Affect (there is a Polish version)
• Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-Being Scale (SWEMWBS) © NHS Health Scotland, Univer-

sity of Warwick and University of Edinburgh, 2009, ® 
• Measuring Hope in Children, C. R. Snyder The University of Kansas, Lawrence, 2003 

Ongoing evaluation  
Ongoing evaluation examines the process of project or programme implementation in order to verify 
if everything is going according to the plan.  The aim of this type of evaluation is to improve the pro-
gramme while it is still on.

How to do it? If your team has a fixed time for staff meetings during the expedition (e.g. in the morn-
ing), you may want to spend some time analysing the feedback from your participants. Perhaps, there 
will be some changes you’ll want to introduce to your expedition.  

If you are planning more expeditions, make sure to hold an evaluation meeting after each of them. 
Sum up how each expedition went. Think about what you can change or improve next time. Ask your-
selves which of your actions and therapeutic activities gave the participants the most. It often helps, 
if evaluation meetings are hosted by an external moderator.

Ethics
Speaking of getting feedback concerning the influence of our work we need to stress the ethical as-
pect of the research. Please, take the necessary means to make sure that the information you gather 
will not leave your team and will only be used for the purpose it was collected for. Remember: our job 
requires a high level of public trust. Let us all work in order to keep enjoying it. 

Write a short summary after each trip, include questions such as: What went well and why? What difficulties did you face?

Ask the members of your team to keep journals during the expeditions. 
It will help you recall important situations and learn from them.
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Preparation of the expedition
Preparing a wilderness-therapy-focused expedition is like solving a puzzle. At first, we only have  
a rough framework. Then, step by step, we complete it with more and more elements, making sure they 
fit one another. This way, we eventually come up with the final product: a collage. Each expedition is 
different, and every participant contributes to its final shape. Therefore, each person perceives the 
entire experience in his or her individual way. Preparations for WT expeditions are an adventure and 
their outcome is always exceptional.

Expeditions should be scheduled at least six months in advance. That is because in the meantime 
you will have to come up with answers to a number of questions: what is the purpose of the trip? Who 
are you planning it for? How, with whom, and where do you want to get? The preparation stage can 
generally be divided into several steps (see illustration 1). This chapter is dedicated to the question of 
planning and logistics. As for all the other aspects, look for tips in other chapters of our guidebook.

Best time to go
Expeditions need to be carefully scheduled. When deciding on the time of the trip you should remem-
ber about the following factors:

1. If you work with young people still in course of compulsory education, you need to remember about certain 
points of the school year calendar such as, e.g. summer holidays, bank holidays, exam periods, spring breaks, 
class trip season, and so on.

2. Due to climate conditions in Central Europe, the best months for expeditions are May, June, September and 
October. July and August are less convenient because of the holiday tourist peak and the general overload of 
the trails. If you do choose one of these months, search for less popular places which will not be so crowded. 
Mind you, there is also a certain side effect to the summer season: during the holiday the participants tend 
to get the impression that the expedition is purely about fun and leisure. That can undermine achieving the 
therapeutic goals.

3. Expeditions can also be run in the winter season. Be advised, however, that this option implies much more 
work as regards the general preparations and completing the suitable equipment. Going on expeditions in the 
winter season also means that the participants are likely to often be forced to leave their comfort zone. That 

last point also applies to the staff.

Based on our own experience, we advise you to begin and end your expedition on Saturday. This 
will mean that your participants are going to experience seven nights in the wilderness. That is a sig-
nificant number. On the one hand, sticking to the full-week cycle will mean that you keep following 
the usual rhythm of everyday life. On the other: group dynamics studies tell us that some of the more 
personal topics can only be discussed as of day four (see: chapter III).

Your goals Expedition Who`s participating Season and date Location & transporation Equipment Food Meet-up before departure
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selecting location and means of transport

Choosing the date is closely connected to choosing your destination. The latter will need to meet  
a number of requirements. Obviously, the perfect location would be pristine nature untouched by 
man. Such scenery immediately makes one feel that he/she has returned to a place where mankind 
lived for thousands of years. Wild nature every single day faced humans with physical challenges. 
They had to stand up to the elements, but they could also appreciate the exceptionality of every single 
moment. In the wild nothing is given for free. Humans have to submit to the power of nature while it, 
in return, provides them with perfectly unbiased feedback. Such interaction has therapeutic qualities.

Still, genuine wilderness is rare in Europe. In the places where it can indeed be found the access is 
usually restricted due to protection regulations. We do, however, have a number of scarcely populated 
hill and mountain areas rich in flora and fauna. Any area which is not densely populated or crowded 
with tourists can be suitable for an expedition. Some of such areas, however, are taken up by nature 
sanctuaries or national parks. You should, in advance, get in touch with adequate land owners or park 
rangers to find out about camping possibilities. Usually, people in charge of such places are willing to 
cooperate and, under certain conditions, allow expeditions. Do remember, however, to contact them 
early enough: it is best to do it some three months before the scheduled trip.

In many areas there already are marked out camping spots you can use during the expedition. Trouble 
is, however, that in such places we are likely to come across other tourists who can thwart the intimacy 
of our group. We also need to take into consideration the weather conditions and the difficulty level of 
specific trails: it should match the participants’ physical shape and the equipment they have at their 
disposal. They key thing here is to understand that pristine nature close around is far more important 
than spectacular views of, e.g. sharp mountain ridges. 

The therapeutic process is more likely to go well if the staff knows the expedition area or has at least 
had a good look at it during some kind of preliminary trip. This kind of trip is, by the way, a great 
occasion for the staff to integrate, and to establish contacts with locals. Those can often provide val-
uable information on the area and, sometimes, help in terms of supplies or necessary services. It is, 
for example, worthwhile to get in touch with some of the accommodation providers from the area. 
During the expedition they can be of great help if, for example, there is a need to transport one of the 
participants back to civilisation. One of the locals can also act as “backup” who can aid the expedition 
in emergency situations. Such person has to have access to a car, either his/her own or one belonging 
to a staff member.
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Where to do Wilderness Therapy in Poland?
People in Poland travel more and more. As a result, it is now more difficult to find genuine 

wilderness. Do not despair, though: in low season and off the long weekends it
 is still possible to escape from the crowds.   

Based on our own experience, we recommend the Beskid Niski range (Low Beskids): it has 
many hardly used trails and numerous picturesque spots. Still, it is worthwhile to plan your 

route in such a way so as to avoid shelters and chalets, since such places tend to attract crowds. 
Peace and pristine nature without tourists crowding around can also be enjoyed 

in the lower parts of the Bieszczady range (e.g. the frontier blue trail)
Other interesting areas are the Bialskie Mountains, 

the Słonne Mountains and the Przemyskie Highland.

Camping away from marked out spots is prohibited in Poland and can result in a fine. 
Ask local foresters and park rangers about legal camping spots, they are usually well informed.

Choosing a destination also means having to pick a way of getting there. You need to select a means of 
transporting all the participants and their equipment. Try to turn the journey to your destination into 
a “buffer zone” between everyday reality and the new exciting things awaiting the participants. The 
easiest solution is to use your own transport, preferably vans (at least two) taking up more passengers. 
Two vehicles will mean your expedition can always get help in case of a breakdown or an emergency. 
There is also the option of leaving one vehicle at the starting point of the expedition route and the 
other one at its end. This way you will stop depending on public transport and its timetables. In case 
you cannot afford using two vans, you can try combining using cars and public transport. The cheap-
est (but often also most complicated) option is to travel by train or bus. In case of longer journeys we 
recommend using trains with sleeping/couchette cars. The participants will be able to rest properly, 
and the next morning they will wake up in a new, exciting place.

THE EQUIPMENT
The next step is securing all the necessary gear both for group members and the staff. We can divide 
the equipment into two subcategories: individual and collective (see table). The collective equipment 
are items to be used by the entire group. Components of individual equipment are meant to serve the 
needs of a single person.

See to it that the standard of the equipment used by particular members is more-less equal. There is, 
for example, a huge practical difference between carrying a backpack with a waist belt and one that 
does not have it. You do not need expensive super advanced gear. Reasonably priced decent quality 
equipment will do the job.
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The process of completing your equipment will vary depending on the financial capabilities of the 
organisation and the individual situation of particular participants. The indispensable minimum for 
each group member is a pair of trekking shoes and most of the necessary clothing. The organisation 
and the staff can be charged with providing the rest of the gear. Each of the participants will need  
a backpack, at least 60 litres in volume and equipped with quality carrying system. It is good practice 
to put small objects in separate bags: this way they will later be easier to find in the backpack. Below, 
you will find a list of recommended equipment items for expeditions run in spring and autumn season. 
Let us once again stress that going on an expedition in winter is far more challenging, both logistics 
and equipment-wise.

Recommended equipment
Clothing 1x trekking shoes, preferably leather-made, with a solid sole

1x hooded outer shell jacket, preferably waterproof and thigh-long. 

3x trekking socks

1x warm sleeping socks

2x thermal underwear 

1x workout trousers (non-cotton) 

1x synthetic fabric, wind-stopping outer shell trousers 

3x underwear 

2x thermal long-sleeve or turtleneck jersey (bottom layer) 

1x long-sleeve for sleeping 

1x light sweatshirt/jersey for wearing on the trail 

1x warm sweatshirt for camping use

1x warm vest or sweater

1x fingered gloves

1x rubber gloves for woodworking (we recommend buying them at home depots or garden 

centres) 

1x ear-covering cap

Personal 
hygiene

1x small tube of toothpaste

1x toothbrush

1x small pack of moist tissues 

1x small towel

Personal medicine

Cooking 1x thermos (min. volume 0,7 litre)

1x bottle for carrying water (PET-made, 1,5 litre) 

1x spoon

1x pocket knife

1x bowl or big mug
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Sleeping 1x quality iso-mat 

1x warm sleeping bag

1x additional sleeping bag liner

1x flysheet-equipped tent with sleeping area and anteroom (one for every two participants)

Miscellaneous 1x headlamp + 2 sets of batteries 

1x whistle

COLLECTIVE EQUIPMENT FOR THE ENTIRE GROUP
First Aid Kit

Handy walkie-talkies (at least 2 items)

Camping illumination (e.g. solar lamp)

Camping flysheet/tarp on a frame 

Touristic shovels for burying waste

Cooking pot with a lid, 5-litre volume, 1 for every 4-6 people.

Water filter and water-purifying tablets

Map of the area

Compass

Mobile phone with a map

Power bank 

Fire tinder

Matches

2x Hatchet

2x Handsaw

Duct tape for repairs

Thin rope for multiple use

Materials necessary for carrying out the scheduled programme

FOOD
Energy provided by quality food is vital during any expedition. If participants are hungry, they will 
keep thinking about their empty stomachs rather than therapy and activities. We recommend choos-
ing products which weigh little and are easy to prepare. Further in this chapter you will find some 
specific suggestions.

Meals
A solid breakfast can be a great reward for participants who’ve been through a tough night. It is also  
a great way to start a day in a pleasant way. We should therefore go for a meal that is nourishing, tasty 
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and not bothersome. A solution often applied in the outdoors is to eat cold lunch and hot dinner: 
preparing two hot meals during the day is just too time-consuming. It is good practice to cater your-
self with quick snacks. They will be great energy boosters during the day. As for dinner, it is best to 
choose easy-to-cook solutions. 

Drinks
One of the risks people face in the outdoors is dehydration. Hikers should drink between 2 and 3 litres 
of fluids every day, and even up to 4 litres in case of greater physical effort (that includes breakfast 
and dinner). We advise you to equip all the participants with thermoses for hot drinks (0,7-1litre) and 
light plastic bottles for carrying water (1-1,5litre). It is easier to consume more fluids if your drinks 
are flavoured. You can go for, e.g. tea with lemon and honey, or even powdered fruit drinks. Soluble 
vitamin drinks are a great supplement too.

The purpose of the expedition is to journey through areas where there are no people and to rely on 
natural resources to the largest extent possible. That also applies to drinking water which is vital for 
the functioning of our organisms. Finding its source is paramount and should always be the first thing 
you think of when drafting your route and selecting camping spots.
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When planning your food provisions, it is worthwhile to consider freeze-dried meals. On the 
plus side: such products keep most of their original nutritional value, they are also quite tasty 

and they weight little (your spine will thank you for that).  As for the cons: freeze-dried meals are 
rather costly and you need boiling water to prepare them. There are many products of this kind 

to choose from. In shops and on the Internet you will easily find both breakfast and lunch dishes.

We recommend shedding original packaging (of e.g. muesli or teabag sets) in favour of plastic bags 
which are harder to break and take up less luggage space. Another trick for saving some room in the 
backpack is puncturing “pumped-up” bags (of, e.g. crisps or bake rolls), pushing the air out and patch-
ing the bag up with duct tape. 

WATER FILTER
It is good practice, in order not to be dependent on clean water sources, to bring along a water filter. 
It needs to be a reliable, quality product you trust. When choosing it, verify the parameters for use 

by groups of 12 to 15 people. The device should filer out viruses, bacteria and solid particles at  
a rate of at least 2 litres per minute. Expedition members will have to draw water from different 

sources such as e.g. rivers, lakes or ponds. Some of those may prove contaminated. In case the filter 
stops working, carry a backup in form of water-purifying tablets. Have enough of them so as to be 

able to purify 50 litres of water. 
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Food supplies take up much luggage space and weigh a lot. We therefore advise you to go for the 
option of carrying as little as possible and renewing supplies on the way two or even three times in 
previously scheduled spots. Your groceries can be delivered to those locations in advance either by 
the staff themselves or by post. Some examples of such “refuelling points” can be local farms, ranger 
stations and other buildings: preferably ones where you will be able to pick up your supplies even if 
the host is not around.

Day menu suggestions

BREAKFAST • Oat-based porridge (approx. 150 grams per person) + nuts and dried fruit for extra taste

• Flavoured instant porridge

• Muesli with milk (in form of milk powder)

• Various kinds of instant semolina puddings 

• Always remember to add dried fruit, nuts and/or seeds 

LUNCH • Crispy bread or rice crackers 

• We recommend pita bread (tortillas) into which you can roll sausage    
  slices, bacon, salami or different kinds of cheese

• Bake Rolls/sweet or salty flakes mix

• Dried meat

SNACKS • Bars, sweets, chocolate, homemade or purchased muesli bars.

• Mixed flakes in in ready bags: sweet or salted; dried fruit, nuts, almonds,   
sunflower seeds, nuts coated in chocolate, yogurt or caramel; chestnuts and hazelnuts. 

DINNER • Mashed potatoes with sausages

• Couscous with tuna, spiced with wasabi paste

• Tortellini with spinach (1 packaging for 2 people)

• Rice served with tuna and vegetables

• Pasta with mushroom or cheese sauce (instant meal)

• Oriental style rice (dried soy protein, instant Chinese sauce)

• Different kinds of instant meals

• Lentils served with bacon
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Care for Nature

Artur Świtalski
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Care for Nature
A question to start with: You are hiking in the mountains. How can you tell that a nature-loving person 
camped there before you? This chapter answers the question above. Now, think of an answer yourself.  
Then, through reading, you will learn about the good practices we follow and recommend.

The “Leave no trace” idea
The world is full of wonderful natural phenomena. There are beautiful places that attract lots of tour-
ists. That mass of visitors results in heavy exploitation of our natural environment. That is why it is 
important to protect it and care about it as much as we can. “Leave no trace” is a set of outdoor ethics 
guidelines:  by following just a few simple rules you can help save the natural environment. 
Here are the rules to follow:

1. Plan ahead and prepare.

2. Follow the marked-out trails and camp in suitable areas. 

3. Dispose of waste properly.

4. Leave what you come across in a better shape that when you got there.

5. Minimize campfire impact.

6. Respect wildlife.

7. Be considerate towards others, the trail isn’t just yours. 

First of all, take your time to prepare  your Wil-
derness Therapy expedition well. Check the trails 
and camping sites in advance. Use a map and a 
compass to avoid the use of marking paint, rock 
cairns or flagging. Make sure to take all the suita-
ble equipment (for more information check the list 
in the box): thanks to that you will be able to e.g. 
dig a proper cathole and avoid digging it... with 
your phone ;)

Remember that camping for a long time at the 
same spot causes soil erosion, intensive exploita-
tion of grass and disruption of animal habitats. 
That is why we encourage you to stay only one 
night in each site, follow the trails, and not camp 
away from the camping sites. After you leave each 
location, eliminate all the traces of your camping 
there. Try even to lift up the grass.   

Basic no-tracer kit
Shovel

Environmental-friendly soap

Eco-friendly toilet paper

Garbage bags
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Hiker education    
Different young people who take part in WT expeditions have varying knowledge and experience in 
terms of being in the outdoors and taking care of the environment. It is important that they learn how 
to act during the trip. It is you (the leader/teacher) who will be responsible for passing to them the 
necessary information and causing that they take it to heart.  
Take a moment to reflect: what is your own approach to the nature? What do you want young people 
to get out of their outdoor experience? 
WT is also about educating young people. Take advantage of the opportunities to let them know 
them what helps preserve the environment, and what does not. Hammering nails into trees, breaking 
branches, feeding wild animals, digging long ditches or littering, here’s  just a few examples of nature 
devastation. 
Remember that this lesson is not only about passing the information, it is about teaching certain  be-
haviour, especially if there are many participants for whom it is their first expedition into the wild. If 
it is so, we recommend that you take time to let them practice skills such as:

• Safe making of a fire: remind participants that the fire must never be left without surveillance.  
• Using the shovel: the catholes for human waste need to be deep enough, at least 10 centimetres. 

Cover the cathole after you finish and leave a small stick on top to let others know they can’t use 
this spot.

Hear and enjoy the voices of nature. Remain quiet and encourage others do to the same. And now, we are 
going back to the question asked at the beginning. How will you tell that a nature-loving person camped 
somewhere? You will tell... by not being able to tell.  He or she simply wouldn’t leave any traces at all.   

Give nature only what’s best in you: your love and attention. 

The 200 feet rule (approx. 60metres )
Such should be the minimum distance between:

your campsite and any river/stream/lake
the place where you dug 

a cathole and the source of drinking water
the place where you “shower”  and the source of drinking water.
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Organisations applying WT

Lucie Petrová
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BRIEF REVIEW OF ORGANIZATIONS

Wilderness Therapy was born in the West. Over there, outdoor therapy has been applied for several 
decades. This chapter is a concise summary of the experience earned in different countries around 
the world. Across the globe, organisations send groups to excursions varying in time span and num-
ber of participants. Also, the methods of singling out group members can be different depending on 
the area and the organisation in charge. Good practices coined in other countries can become an 
inspiration for our Czech and Polish readers. Below, you will find information on nine organisations 
which apply WT.

The Wilderness Foundation UK (Chelmsford, Anglia) - www.wildernessfoundation.org.uk

“Wilderness Foundation uses the forces of nature to change human lives, and 
the human strength to protect wild nature”.

• The main programme aimed at the youth is called “Turn Around” and focuses on participants 
between 16 and 21 years of age.

• Participants are selected based upon recommendations from social workers, school psychologists 
and other specialists. They join the programme voluntarily. 

• The expeditions have the following structure: first, the group spends one day together before go-
ing on the trip, the next five days is the expedition itself, and the last four are meant for reflecting 
on the experience and going back to everyday reality. In total, group members spend ten days 
together.

• Groups sizes may vary, but the maximum number of participants is ten.
• The overall time span of the programme is between one and one-and-a-half years. That period 

covers the preliminary work before the trip, the expedition itself, and the activities afterwards.

Power To Be (Victoria, Canada) - www.powertobe.ca

Each human being is part of nature”. “Being disabled or different is our second nature”.

• Trip participants are young people between 12 and 14 years of age. They are singled oud based on 
recommendations of school psychologists, and enter the programme voluntarily.

• Over a period of three years participants go on monthly weekend trips. The culmination of the 
programme is a week-long expedition to the highest mountain on the island.

• Groups consist of ten members: five girls and five boys.
• During the trips participants set up camp, use kayaks and snowshoes, and practice climbing.
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Asociación Experientia (Valencia, Spain) - www.asociacionexperientia.org

• Asociación Experientia works with addicted young people.
• The organisation applies both Wilderness Therapy and Adventure Therapy.
• The backbone of the method are two-week trips. Their vital components are sleeping in tents and 

learning camping skills.

Enviros Wilderness School Association (Calgary, Canada) - www.enviros.org

• The target group of Enviros are young people between 13 and 18 years of age.
• The organisation makes use of outdoor activities, adventure therapy and wilderness therapy.
• Base Camp is a place located far from civilisation where participants go for long, seve ral-month-

long stays. They also attend school classes there.
• Participants join the programme voluntarily, by their own request.
• The Base Camp is the starting point for a number of five-day expeditions. 
• The maximum number of group members is nine.

Kettalapitvany (Budapest, Hungary) - www.kettealapitvany.hu 
                              “Everyone can always change, we just need a change of perception”..

• The programme is targeted at young people under foster care and living in orphanages, especially 
focusing on individuals displaying risky behaviour.

• The trips last 10-11 days. The first four are dedicated to preparations and spent in a base camp. 
The expedition itself lasts five days. The last three days are meant for reflecting on the experience: 
those are also spent in the base camp.

Human Nature – Counseling&Consulting (Victoria, Canada) - www.humannaturecounselling.ca

• The organisation focuses on working with families with children between 6 and 12 years of age 
with the use of outdoor programmes. 

• During one-day, weekend-long and, sometimes, longer excursions participants set up camps, learn 
how to move in wild areas, and use sea kayaks.

• The overall time span of work with a family is six months.
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Darckenu Israel (Israel) - www.netone.co.il/darckenu/

“(…) we gently guide them, so they discover their own skills and gain greater self-confidence
 through making right decisions”.

• Darckenu Israel works with young people who are taken for 38-day-long expeditions in the desert.
• Between day one and day thirty-two participants journey across the Israeli Negev Desert.
• On day thirty-five they meet up with their parents and spend one night together with them in tents.
• The last three days are spent on preparations for going back to regular everyday life.

Mierz Wysoko (Warsaw, Poland) - www.mierzwysoko.org.pl

“We create places and spaces inspiring change”.

• The organisation works with youth between 13 and 18 years of age, as well as with parents and 
entire families.

• The organisers have experience in 10-day excursions completed with preliminary activities and 
joint work afterwards.

• During the expeditions participants learn about nature, their peers, and themselves. Each trip in-
cludes a therapy&development programme.

Asociace pro terapii divočinou a dobrodružstvím (Czech Republic) - www.terapiedivocinou.cz

• The organisation’s aim is to lay foundations of adventure and wilderness therapy in the Czech 
Republic.

• It mostly focuses on working with young people, but also deals with family therapy and attending 
business clients and people with disabilities. 

• Participants are usually invited to eight-day-long trips preceded by preliminary activities (group 
members meet-up, work with individual members and their families).

• Participants join the program voluntarily.



61

CASE STUDY

Tereza Houšková



62

the shoemaker’s children go barefoot

JAs we stressed in the part dedicated to the methodology, each expedition should be preceded by 
a long period of planning and preparations. The one we are describing below was not… We did not 
spend enough time on getting ready. We also relied on a single recruitment source which backed out 
from collaboration two weeks before the scheduled departure. At the very last moment, we somehow 
gathered a group consisting of four female members. The girls were between 14 and 19 years of age; 
they came from different cities and had different backgrounds. Before the trips we had organised 
before we had always done our best to learn as much as possible about our participants. We’d always 
done all we could to make the group functional. In this case, however, we did not really have much 
choice but to go, and before departure we hardly knew the girls. We acted under time pressure accept-
ing everyone who met the general criteria: we just wanted the expedition to happen at all. Some of us 
(there were three staff members) met the participants in flesh only on departure day. Meanwhile, the 
general good practice is that the staff meet all the participants in advance.

On day three, one of the staff members got sick. He suffered an acute migraine and vomited repeat-
edly. The weather that day was particularly exhausting: temperatures reached 30 degrees Centigrade 
in the shade. It was a very hot summer. In all of Czech Republic drought emergency was declared; 
there was high risk of fires and water contamination. Many streams dried down and we got ever more 
anxious about properly hydrating all the participants. On that day we left our colleague in the shelter 
so he could rest. At the beginning of the expedition we took water from one of the few still flowing 
streams and we carefully filtered every drop of our supplies. At first glance the water seemed clean, 
but even so we took our time to use the filter properly.

Despite the terrible heat we managed to reach our scheduled destination, an isolated meadow. Once 
there, we wanted to give the participants instructions on how to carry out the mandala activity. It is a 
tool we apply to learn the participants’ life stories. However, as we were explaining how the exercise 
worked we noticed the girls got stressed or even terrified. It took some of us a while to understand 
the burden those young people must have been loaded with. Their lives included many painful ex-
periences. Thanks to a tactful intervention of our psychotherapist, the atmosphere cooled down: the 
participants felt safe again and began to tell us their stories. At that moment it was crucial for them 
to relieve the tension and just share. We learned about things in their lives we should have known 
from the very beginning. But there we were, learning them only on the third day of the expedition…

In the late afternoon one of the girls felt nauseated. After thirty minutes she started to vomit. Just mo-
ments later, another participant started having the same problem. We immediately provided medical 
assistance. Trouble was in the evening also us, the staff, started vomiting. We felt painful cramps in 
the stomach, kept vomiting and began to have diarrhoea too. Some of us felt sleepy or had fever. Our 
medical assistant’s firs diagnosis was that we had gastritis. Later in the evening none of us could sleep. 
In the middle of the night one of the girls started to scream in panic. She was immediately attended by 
our colleague on the staff who, as the only one, fought off migraine and suffered no symptoms of food 
poisoning. He tried to calm the participant down and help her regain mental stability. That, however, 
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turned out virtually impossible. Crisis intervention went on up until morning: staff members in turns 
took care of the participant. Other group members, all struggling with unexpected health issues, were 
terrified by the girl’s condition: modifying the volume of her voice, she kept sharing her delusions 
with everyone around. She was simultaneously torn by opposite emotions. We were unable to calm her 
down or convince her to try sleeping. Only in the morning hours did the girl regain relative stability. 
According to our specialist, the girl’s symptoms met all the criteria of a psychotic episode. 

When the girl was leaving the tent later in the morning her state seemed stable: her behaviour was 
like on previous days. We knew, however, that we could not count on her improved condition to last. 
So, we used all the strength left to solve the problem. The staff team had a thorough discussion: we 
considered a number of strategies and came up with a plan. The staff member who did not vomit went 
to pick up our car. He then drove to town to buy necessary medicine, and food the others would be 
able to digest even despite intestinal problems. We, on the other hand, used the time he was away to 
eventually have a nap. Another important thing was to properly hydrate the entire group. We chose 
to not just filter the water, but to boil it as well. After all, we could not rule out the possibility that it 
was water which made us all sick.

Immediately after our colleague came back we packed and started our journey back home. Right be-
fore departure the state of two members clearly deteriorated. During the night, the girls did not yet 
suffer any symptoms. Now, their condition made it very difficult for them to keep walking on.

At last, we reached the cell network service area. We immediately began calling our members’ par-
ents and legal guardians. All of them took the news with understanding which was a great relief for 
us. During the next part of our journey home the condition of the girl who suffered the night fit once 
again deteriorated. Over the phone, we stayed in touch with her mother: the situation was monitored 
in real time. Just after the mother and the daughter reunited we called an ambulance. Only after it 
was on site did we learn that the girl had suffered mental problems before and had been seeing a psy-
chologist. She was now admitted to a psychiatric ward.

After our return two more group members were hospitalised due to gastritis and risk of severe met-
abolic disorders. All the other expedition participants also, for some time, suffered a number of di-
gestion-related symptoms. Blood tests confirmed poisoning. It was caused, according to the doctors’ 
hypothesis, by contaminated water. During the season (very hot summer) its quality, as it turned out, 
was very poor. Most probably, despite the use of filter, some chemical substances got into our bottles. 
After one week of taking medicine and remaining under medical supervision we regained health. 
The girl who experienced delusions spent more time at the psychiatric ward. She was diagnosed with 
having suffered a psychotic episode.
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Key conclusions:

• The preparation period is VERY important. Do remember to dedicate enough time for getting 
ready (see: chapter III about preparations). The staff team should stay in touch over that entire pe-
riod and discuss every detail. We, for example, failed to notify one another about a damaged water 
filter. As a result, at the very last moment we had to go for the back-up filter. That situation result-
ed in discomfort. A high-quality filter is a vital piece of equipment, since during the expedition it 
provides the group with safe drinking water.

• Work with participants has to begin before departure day. The staff needs to meet all of them in 
person and, if there is such possibility: learn more details about each person (personal interview 
and family background check).

• You need to carefully choose expedition participants. Think through who to invite and who not to 
take. This item sometimes proves difficult to fulfil, because nature can be more powerful than the 
human mind. Still, thanks to thorough preparations and early-stage work some issues and prob-
lems can be discovered in advance.

• The staff must include people specialising in physical and mental health (see: chapter V about the 
team). Without a medical assistant with field experience and a psychologist competent at, among 
other things, crisis interventions, undertaking expeditions with certain kinds of group will just 
mean unnecessary risk. That applies to, e.g. young people burdened with psychosocial pathologies. 

• When a crisis situation does occur, the team must think realistically and act responsibly. That 
means, first of all, guaranteeing safety to all the group members.

• Staff members should go on the trip in good shape and with positive attitude towards one another. 
In the case described above, handling technical issues at the very last moment may have thwarted 
the team spirit.

Those are our conclusions from an expedition organised by three experienced people.
We make mistakes too! It is worthwhile to acknowledge them and treat them as a lesson.

You too learn from our mistakes ☺


