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Abstract 

Previous research has demonstrated inconsistencies in Youth Development 

(YD) programme effectiveness, with some evaluations revealing null or even 

damaging effects. A number of scholars argue that as a critical change mechanism 

engagement can enhance positive outcomes for youth. Nevertheless, engagement is 

an elusive, emergent and multi-faceted concept which can be difficult to measure. 

Incorporating theory-driven direct observation methods, the current research uses 

Immersive Participant Observation (IPO) to explore the complexity of youth 

engagement in an Outdoor Adventure (OA) component of a New Zealand-based 

YD programme. The researcher lived alongside the programme participants for the 

full duration of a three-week OA component for two different deliveries of the 

multi-site YD programme. Observational data were recorded as field notes detailing 

the experiences of 24 youth participants (12 in each case) and their facilitators. 

Using thematic analysis, the field notes were examined and the factors that 

influence engagement and disengagement were identified at the group and the 

individual level. To ascertain an in-depth view of the unique experience of the 

participants’ engagement, narrative reports were developed depicting each 

participant’s trajectory of engagement and the factors that influenced each 

participant’s trajectory. Three trajectories of engagement were identified across the 

24 participants. The thematic analysis revealed a number of similarities as well as 

contradictions between the current research and the literature. These similarities and 

contradictions provide support and additional insights regarding factors that 

influence youth engagement and disengagement, such as the observation that being 

given autonomy appeared to influence both concepts depending on the context. 

Furthermore, the findings provide evidence regarding the importance of measuring 
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at engagement at both a group and an individual level. Finally, the novel IPO 

methodology highlights the importance of observational methods in gaining a 

deeper understanding of complex phenomena in YD programmes and in other 

settings. Overall, the knowledge generated from the research contributes 

importantly to our understanding of engagement from both a theoretical and 

practical perspective. Implications for YD theory, research and practice are 

discussed. 
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 

The field of Positive Youth Development (PYD) has grown considerably over the last 

three decades (Tolan, Ross, Arkin, Godine, & Clark, 2016). The PYD perspective is based on 

the view that adolescents are ‘resources to be developed’, and through being situated in an 

optimum environment they can develop into healthy thriving adults (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 

2003). The PYD philosophy emphasises a holistic understanding of young people, preventative 

approaches and the positive development of assets, including a sense of empowerment and 

competencies in young people. The PYD philosophy also emphasises the plasticity of 

development, it focuses on the strengths of young people and it promotes the understanding that 

all young people have the potential to thrive (Lerner et al., 2006; Tolan et al., 2016). PYD 

programmes are grounded in the PYD philosophy arising from the work of scholars such as 

Lerner (2005), Larson (2000), Benson, Scales, Hamilton and Sesma (2007), Eccles and 

Gootman (2002) and Roth and Brooks- Gunn (2003). PYD programmes have been developed 

to incorporate the PYD philosophy as they aim to increase adolescents’ personal growth (Roth 

& Brooks-Gunn, 2003) by going beyond simple extracurricular activities and focusing 

specifically on the promotion of PYD (Brooks-Gunn & Roth, 2014). They do this by increasing 

exposure to developmental opportunities and environments, as well as providing a safe and 

supportive atmosphere for youth to grow and thrive in (Brooks-Gunn & Roth, 2014).  

PYD programmes range in terms of their size, frequency, duration and curriculum 

(Anyon & Jenson, 2014). For example, in the US, the Healthy and Empowered Youth Project 

(HEYP) is a school-based PYD programme that consists of 27 sessions that are 90 minutes long. 

The HEYP has a holistic focus, addressing healthy relationships, self-esteem, preventing STIs 

and the avoidance of substance abuse (Rushing et al., 2017). In contrast, Big Brothers Big Sisters 

is an international PYD programme based in the community domain and focuses on mentoring. 
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Adolescents are encouraged to meet with their adult mentor for a few hours twice a month and 

take part in activities they both enjoy (Grossman & Tierney, 1998). One popular form of PYD 

programmes are Outdoor Adventure (OA) programmes, which are the focus of this research. 

OA programmes aim to develop personal skills and positive characteristics through 

experiencing elements of uncertainty and risk (Priest & Gass, 2005; Stott, Allison, Felter, & 

Beames, 2015). OA programmes utilise factors such as geographical isolation, shared challenge 

and interdependence to create intense experiences (Deane & Harré, 2014a; McKenzie, 2000). 

Common features found in many OA programmes include; (a) an outdoor setting; (b) a small 

number of participants (usually less than 16); (c) frequent social interactions involving problem 

solving and decision-making; and (d) trained leaders who act in a nonintrusive way, allowing 

the programme to be as youth-driven as safety will allow (Pryor, Carpenter, & Townsend, 2005). 

OA programmes have been shown to be effective in nurturing a variety of positive outcomes 

including academic achievement (Fuller, Powell, & Fox, 2017), self-confidence (Larson, 

Walker & Pearce, 2005) and physical health (Whittington & Mack, 2010). However, variability 

across programmes in terms of effectiveness has been found. For example, in a review of brief 

OA programmes in the US involving 143 14 to 15 year-old participants, Orren and Werner 

(2007) found that compared to a comparison group, those who took part in the OA programme 

had decreased self-concept from pre-test to post-test. 

In order to better understand this variability, a number of scholars argue that there is a 

need to explore the processes occurring within PYD programmes (Brooks-Gunn & Roth, 2014). 

Chapman, Deane, Harré, Courtney and Moore (2017) highlight that engagement may be a key 

mechanism through which positive outcomes are obtained for participants involved in PYD 

programmes. Although research has tapped into the processes that may lead to engagement, 

there is a lack of research identifying the key processes of engagement in PYD programmes 

(Ozer & Douglas, 2015). Pearce and Larson (2006) argue that it is essential to develop a better 

understanding of the process of youth engagement in programme activities to advance the PYD 
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field and to increase the likelihood that the participants will receive the maximum benefits from 

PYD programmes. Bohnert, Fredricks and Randall (2010) outline distinct indicators of 

involvement in organised youth activities including intensity, breadth, duration and engagement. 

Of these four areas of involvement, engagement was identified as being the least researched but 

potentially the most important aspect of participation. Indeed, youths can fail to engage in a 

programme while at the same time demonstrate high levels of intensity and experience the 

programme for a long duration (Lynch et al., 2016). The lack of engagement prevents the 

participants from developing the intended positive outcomes of the programme (Lynch et al., 

2016), providing further support for the importance of understanding how engagement manifests 

in OA programmes. 

Engagement is a multifaceted concept that is typically described as comprising of 

behavioural, cognitive and emotional components (Archambault & Dupéré, 2017). The 

complexity of the construct has led to a number of challenges for researchers attempting to 

understand it. Indeed, a variety of methods have been used to attempt to capture youth 

engagement (Fredricks, Bohnert, & Burdette, 2014), however these methods are limited in a 

number of ways. First, individual experiences of engagement are often aggregated together, thus 

fail to capture individual’s unique experiences of engagement. Second, most measurements of 

engagement appear to focus on one or two components of engagement, or include all three as 

one collective measure of engagement, consequently failing to address the uniqueness of each 

component. Third, due to the limited qualitative methods used, and the tendency for those that 

are used to be used in intermittent ways, researchers have been unable to capture the variety of 

factors that influence engagement and disengagement. This leads onto the fourth and final 

limitation, which is the lack of understanding of disengagement throughout the engagement 

literature. This limitation is particularly important as disengagement has been acknowledged as 

being an important concept to create a better understanding of youths’ experience of engagement 

in programme activities (Pearce & Larson, 2006).   
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Research Rationale 

As mentioned, there is a wealth of research demonstrating how adolescents can benefit 

from PYD programmes, but there is less research regarding how programmes achieve such 

positive outcomes (Deane, Harré, Moore, & Courtney, 2017). Henderson, Bialeschki, Scanlin, 

Thurber and Marsh (2007) argue that the PYD programming field needs to move past the focus 

on outcomes and begin to understand how and why these positive effects develop. Similarly, 

Ciocanel, Power, Eriksen and Gillings (2017) acknowledge the importance of understanding 

processes in PYD programmes and how programmes can be tailored to particular individual and 

contextual characteristics. Engagement is an important factor in the success of PYD programme 

outcomes and one which scholars argue needs more research (Durlak & Weissberg, 2007; Roth, 

Malone, & Brooks-Gunn, 2010; Weiss, Little, & Bouffard, 2005). Although research has tapped 

into the processes that may lead to engagement, this research is often based in school contexts 

(e.g., Haagenson & Schlangen, 2016; Janosz, Archambault, Morizot and Pagani, 2008). The 

context of a school environment is vastly different to a PYD programme setting. For example, 

the school environment is familiar and in most cases the young people leave the setting and go 

home each afternoon. In contrast, PYD programmes can be held in unusual settings such as in 

the wilderness, and they can be structured as residential, meaning the young people are away 

from home for weeks at a time. Furthermore, the expectations of behaviour and activities in 

school settings are well-known, whereas expectations in PYD programmes, due to their 

uniqueness, are initially unfamiliar to the young people. Therefore, due to the importance of 

contextual characteristics for youth development, engagement is likely to be experienced in a 

different manner in PYD programme settings than in a school setting. Indeed, there is a lack of 

research identifying the key processes of engagement in PYD programmes (Ozer & Douglas, 
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2015), therefore researchers must do more to explore the processes occurring within youth 

programmes (Deane et al., 2017). 

As argued by Eccles (2016), in order to advance the youth programming field, it is now 

important to look at engagement as a whole, and understand the nature of engagement in specific 

contexts. Similarly, Pearce and Larson (2006) argue that research is needed that looks at 

engagement in specific types of youth programmes and Axelson and Flick (2010) suggest 

engagement should be defined in a more limited sense i.e., within specific contexts. Context-

specific knowledge of engagement encourages researchers to ask specific questions regarding 

engagement rather than general questions such as ‘what influences engagement?’, consequently 

beginning to create a more locally based conceptualisation of youth engagement. Furthermore, 

it is also important to understand within group variance in engagement (Greene, Lee, Constance, 

& Hynes, 2013). This will further increase the field’s understanding of individual experiences 

of engagement, ultimately increasing knowledge regarding how to foster outcomes in PYD 

programmes, as well as helping practitioners in PYD programmes to understand how to retain 

adolescents in programmes (Greene et al., 2013). 

With this in mind, the current research aims to explore the process of engagement within 

an OA youth programming context. The research has been designed to answer the following 

objectives: 

1. Identify the factors that influence engagement at a group and individual level in a PYD 

programme based in an OA context. 

2. Identify the factors that influence disengagement at a group and individual level in a PYD 

programme based in an OA context. 

3. Provide an in-depth look at the unique experience of the participants’ engagement and 

disengagement in an OA component of a PYD programme. 
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4. Identify how the different dimensions of engagement develop and interact with each other. 

5. Explore the strengths and challenges of using Immersive Participant Observation in an OA 

component of a PYD programme. 

To answer the objectives outlined, the current research is a case study focused on Project 

K. Project K is a multi-component PYD programme developed by the Graeme Dingle 

Foundation in New Zealand. The following section provides a detailed description of Project K, 

including the three components that form the programme.  

 

Project K 

Project K is a well-established PYD programme developed by the Graeme Dingle 

Foundation based in New Zealand. Project K participants are recruited from schools in five 

regions in New Zealand. Twelve participants are enrolled from the same school for each delivery 

of Project K. The participants complete three components over a period of 14 months, including: 

the Wilderness Adventure (WA), Community Challenge (CC) and a Mentoring scheme. Project 

K focuses on building confidence, teaching life skills, encouraging a positive attitude and 

promoting good health. The WA is the first part of the programme and is an OA-based 

component. The WA is discussed in detail in Chapter Four as this is the focus of the thesis. 

Following the WA, the participants take part in the 10-day CC. The CC component gives the 

students the opportunity to transfer the skills gained in the WA to their communities and 

connects students to people and resources in their community. Following the CC, the 

participants begin the Mentoring scheme. The Mentoring scheme sees each student matched 

with a trained adult mentor for 12 months who will support and encourage them to sustain the 

life changes and goals set in the programme thus far.  
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Following participation in Project K, individuals have been found to have increased 

academic and social self-efficacy scores (Deane et al., 2017) and healthier eating behaviours 

(Zhang, 2011). The participants themselves have also recognised Project K as being influential 

to positive changes (Hollis, Deane, Moore, & Harré, 2011). As a way to identify the supporting 

theory behind the positive effects of Project K, Deane and Harré (2014b) developed a Theory 

of Change (TOC) model of the programme. Similarly to the previously discussed PYD 

programming literature, Deane and Harré acknowledge the importance of participant 

engagement in the TOC model as engagement is included as the central component to Project 

K’s effectiveness. More recently, Chapman et al. (2017) found that engagement was a strong 

predictor of social self-efficacy gains over and above mentor support. Furthermore, the authors 

found Project K participants’ affective engagement in the WA significantly contributed to their 

social improvements.  

Project K has been selected as the case study in this research as it has been shown to 

produce a number of positive outcomes for participants (further details regarding Project K’s 

evidence base can be found in Chapter Two). Using a high-quality programme that has 

demonstrated a high success rate increases the likelihood of observing the developmental 

process of engagement. Furthermore, as it is one of the most researched PYD programmes in 

New Zealand there a strong theoretical base for research to contribute to. The WA component 

has been selected as the focus of this thesis because the WA is an OA-based component. Due to 

the lack of research regarding wilderness settings alone, the broad term of OA programmes will 

be used throughout the thesis. The exception to this is when the WA component of Project K is 

specifically mentioned, then WA will be used. 
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Organisational Outline of the Thesis 

This chapter has set the premises of the research study. Chapter Two is focused on 

discussion and review of PYD literature, beginning with a definition of PYD and outlining the 

current state of PYD in Aotearoa New Zealand. PYD programming is then introduced and 

outlined with a focus on OA programming as this is the context of the current research. Chapter 

Three offers a literature review focused on the phenomenon of engagement. Engagement is 

discussed in terms of the current PYD literature including a conceptualisation of the construct 

and a discussion of the benefits of engagement. The hierarchy of engagement, the process of 

engagement and the trajectories of engagement acknowledged in the current youth literature are 

also discussed. Chapter Four is focused on the methodology of the current research. The chapter 

contains a review of the methods used in the current youth programming literature, and is 

followed by a justification and description of the methodology used in the current research. The 

second half of Chapter Four is devoted to the ways in which the data were analysed. Chapters 

Five and Six together present the results of the thesis. Chapter Five outlines the themes found 

to influence engagement and disengagement in the WA, whereas the trajectories of engagement 

found in the WA, including detailed narratives of six participants, are presented in Chapter Six. 

Chapter Seven aims to educate the reader as to the benefits and challenges the researcher 

experienced while using Immersive Participant Observation, as an innovative methodology for 

the field. The final discussion chapter, Chapter Eight, integrates the findings outlined in 

Chapters Five and Six and examines their contribution to the wider literature. The chapter 

includes a discussion of the limitations of the current research, as well as identifying several 

suggestions for future researchers. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the implications 

the research has for practice. 
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Chapter Two: Positive Youth Development 

 

The early 1990s saw the first glimpse of what we know today as Positive Youth 

Development (PYD) in developmental science. The development of PYD encouraged the view 

that young people are ‘resources to be developed’ and placed a focus on the strengths of 

adolescents and their ability to learn and grow (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003). Following its 

development, principles of PYD began to be incorporated into youth programmes. These 

programmes aimed to nurture positive outcomes in adolescents by creating environments that 

support the needs of youth while encouraging psychosocial development (Roth, Brooks-Gunn, 

Murray & Foster, 1998). A great number of benefits have been found in adolescents who 

participate in PYD programmes, demonstrating the positive influence such programmes can 

have with regards to youth development. 

 

Chapter Overview 

Chapter Two is devoted to the discussion of the PYD approach to youth development. 

After defining the life stage of adolescence, the reader is provided with a description of the 

historical development of the PYD approach and the state of PYD in New Zealand, where the 

research has taken place. This is followed by a detailed account of how PYD is conceptualised 

in the literature today, including the introduction of two popular models of PYD. The promotion 

of PYD through PYD programmes is the focus of the next section of the chapter, and includes 

a review of the literature regarding the features found in effective PYD programmes. In the final 

section, Outdoor Adventure (OA) youth programmes are discussed in terms of the processes 

and key components used to achieve positive outcomes in youth. OA programmes are the focus 

of the final section as this is the context in which the research is based. The chapter concludes 
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with a discussion of the ‘black box’ problem of youth programming and suggestions from the 

literature regarding approaches to overcome this hindrance. 

 

Defining Adolescence 

Adolescence is the period of time during the second decade of life (Lerner & Steinberg, 

2009). This period is characterised by changes in many facets of life including biologically, 

cognitively, emotionally, socially and behaviourally (Abdullah, 2015; Collins & Steinberg, 

2006). This period is associated with opportunity and vulnerability and it is characterised by 

individual and contextual changes and transitions (Cunningham, Hurley, Foney, & Hayes, 

2002). Furthermore, it is viewed as a developmental journey through which youth can acquire 

the values, competencies, attitudes and social skills to carry them into successful adulthood 

(Eccles & Gootman, 2002). This period of development provides an opportune time to promote 

positive development as many habits and health related behaviours seen in adulthood begin 

during this stage (Millstein, Petersen, & Nightingale, 1993). 

 

Developmental Science and the Positive Youth Development 

Approach 

The study of adolescent development was first identified by Granville Stanley Hall in 

1904, who saw this stage of development as a period of storm and stress. For many years 

following this, youth development was discussed negatively with a focus on harmful or 

undesirable behaviours, and with very little emphasis on the positive attributes of young people 

(Benson, 2003). In the early 2000s, throughout the media and the scientific literature there were 

relatively few positive indicators to reflect the healthy, desirable and valued behaviours 

expressed by youth as they were frequently discussed in terms of overcoming negative 
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behaviours e.g., decreasing drug abuse rates and crime rates (Damon, 2004; Lerner, 2004). This 

led to an increase in intervention and treatment programmes designed to combat specific 

problems over the last three decades (Catalano, Berglund, Ryan, Lonczak, & Hawkins, 2004). 

These early interventions were designed as responses to existing crises rather than for the 

promotion of positive behaviours (Catalano et al., 2004). The focus of these interventions on 

overcoming undesirable behaviours further fuelled the negative stigma associated with 

adolescence. This negative view can produce a self-fulfilling prophecy effect as young people 

may become aware of these negative feelings, and this may lead to the development of their 

own negative views of adults and further reinforce isolation and separation from adults (Gilliam 

& Bales, 2001). Nonetheless, the present reality appears to differ from this negative view. 

Globally, research indicates that most youth are healthy, engaging in fewer risk behaviours and 

making better decisions when compared with previous generations of youth (Clark et al., 2013). 

However, despite these positive health trends, there are still groups of young people who require 

additional support in navigating the transition to adulthood (OECD, 2009). These young people 

do not necessarily require specific treatment programmes, but programmes that can provide 

support for their positive development. 

Indeed, in the 1980’s following criticism regarding how treatment approaches neglected 

the issues of co-occurrence of problem behaviours, a new wave of thought began to flourish 

(Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2016). This new way of thinking considered a holistic view of 

development, understanding that the simple prevention of problems is not the only requirement 

for youth to develop in a positive and healthy way (Anyon & Jenson, 2014; Roth & Brooks-

Gunn, 2016). The PYD approach emphasises the plasticity of human development and stresses 

the importance of providing an environment to support an adolescent’s development, ultimately 

allowing them to thrive (Lerner et al., 2006; Tolan et al., 2016). Lerner, Dowling and Anderson 

(2003) describe thriving as “an integrated moral and civic identity and a commitment to society 

beyond the limits of one’s own existence that enable youth to be agents both in their own healthy 
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development and in the positive enhancement of other people and of society” (p. 172). The 

central idea of the PYD approach is based on creating an optimum environment that incorporates 

relationship-based resources (Anyon & Jenson, 2014), because when there are supportive 

alignments between an individual and their environment, positive change can occur in all aspects 

of an individual’s life (Lerner et al., 2006). 

The PYD vision has evolved in the last three decades with an emphasis on 

developmental-systems theory to understand how youth transition from childhood to adulthood 

in a positive manner (Fox, 2016; Lerner et al., 2006).  Developmental-systems theory takes into 

account the influence of biological, psychological, behavioural and environmental elements 

during developmental transitions (Ford & Lerner, 1992). Consequently, this theory seeks to 

understand assets, opportunities and competencies in youth, as well as the relationship between 

the individual and their context to better understand how these two influence each other (Lerner 

et al., 2006). Rather than working directly to change the individual, the emphasis is placed on 

the relationship between the youth and their environment, and altering this relationship to create 

positive change (Lerner & Castellino, 2002). 

 

Positive Youth Development in Aotearoa New Zealand 

As the current research is based in New Zealand it is important to describe the state of 

PYD in this country. In New Zealand, the developmental stage of “youth” includes individuals 

from 12 to 24 years-old (Ministry of Youth Affairs, 2002). New Zealand is a bicultural country 

(Stuart & Jose, 2014), which is based on the partnership between Māori and the Crown 

established by the Treaty of Waitangi in 1840 (Hayward, 2012). This partnership recognises 

Māori as tangata whenua, ‘the people of the land’, or the indigenous people of Aotearoa New 

Zealand (Stuart & Jose, 2014). Indeed, in the 2013 New Zealand census, data indicated that the 

population of New Zealand consisted of: 74% New Zealand European (NZE), 14.9% Māori, 
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7.4% Pacific Islander peoples, and the remaining population identified as being Asian, Middle 

Eastern, Latin American and other ethnicities (Statistics New Zealand, 2013). Approaches to 

PYD in New Zealand fit well with Māori and Pacific views of health and well-being. Māori 

models of health and well-being are generally described as holistic, suggesting that the 

interaction of a number of dimensions in an individual’s life influence their well-being. These 

dimensions include aspects such as: wairua (spiritual), hinengaro (mental), tinana (physical), 

taiao (environmental), taha tikanga (cultural) and whānau, whakapapa and whenua (family and 

land; Durie, 1994). Similarly, Pacific models also denote a holistic view of well-being through 

placing a strong emphasis on relationships that occur in the “Va”. The “Va” represents the space 

between people, which can both join and separate people (Wendt, 1991). This includes 

relationships with parents, siblings, other extended family members, communities, peers and 

wider New Zealand society. Māori and Pasifika models of well-being emphasise the holistic, 

multifaceted nature of health as well as recognising the importance of cultural, social and 

community environments (Farruggia & Bullen, 2010). This is similar to the concept of PYD 

developed overseas, which is also described as being a holistic approach to development (Roth 

& Brooks-Gunn, 2003). 

The importance of a holistic strength-based PYD approach to youth development is 

prevalent in New Zealand, the success of which can be seen in two recent reports based in this 

country. In a sample of 605 at-risk youth, Sanders, Munford, Thimasarn-Anwar, Liebenberg 

and Ungar (2015) found services (e.g., child welfare, additional education and mental health) 

that utilised PYD approaches were significantly related to increased indicators of wellbeing in 

youth. More recently, Sanders, Munford and Liebenberg (2017) conducted a longitudinal study 

of outcomes for a group of high-risk, service-using youth. In their sample of 495 adolescents 

aged 13 to 21 years-old, the authors found that regardless of the service and systems, when 

practitioners adopted practices that reflected PYD principles, youth appeared to experience 
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better outcomes. In addition, the benefits gained from services that followed PYD principles 

were still present three years from the programme completion.  

Although these reports illustrate the success of services that use practices aligning with 

PYD principles in New Zealand, it is important to recognise the cultural diversity in terms of 

youth development as there is a disproportionate number of Māori and Pacific young people 

entering adulthood unprepared compared to NZE youth (YDSA, 2002). It is likely this is due to 

the impact of colonisation, marginalisation and discrimination rather than culture, which results 

in a disproportionate number of Māori and Pacific youth experiencing challenges compared to 

NZE youth. This disproportionate number of Māori and Pacific youth illustrates the importance 

of acknowledging diversity in the development, implementation and evaluation of programmes. 

Indeed, ethnic diversity in New Zealand has been suggested to moderate outcomes in PYD 

programmes (Ward, 2006). O’Connor and Jose (2012) conducted an analysis of the longitudinal 

relationship between youth participation in community based activities and four PYD outcomes 

in New Zealand. Using a sample of 1,774 adolescents, the authors found different positive 

outcomes in PYD programmes for Māori and NZE youth. Māori youth appeared to benefit more 

from non-sports activities (e.g., arts and cultural groups), whereas NZE youth benefitted more 

from sports activities. The authors have suggested this may be due to non-sports activities 

supporting the sense of an ethnic identity, which can lead to positive self-concepts and greater 

well-being. Of the many PYD programmes currently in operation in New Zealand, one of the 

most researched is Project K. As Project K is the case study in this research, the programme will 

be discussed in detail in the following section. 

Project K evidence base. 

As mentioned in Chapter One, Project K is a New Zealand based PYD programme that 

is developed and managed by the Graeme Dingle Foundation. The Graeme Dingle Foundation 

have a commitment to producing quality research and evaluation to demonstrate Project K’s 
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outcomes, which is achieved both internally with the in-house research and evaluation team and 

with university partners. Evaluating Project K helps to ensure programme quality and enables 

stakeholders to learn about the outcomes, in turn enhancing the possibility of programme 

sustainability. Several outcome evaluations of Project K have been conducted to examine the 

effectiveness of the programme, the most dominant of which was a large randomised control 

trail (RCT) outcome evaluation of Project K that was conducted between 2004 and 2007. The 

RCT included 50 Project K programmes (one programme is one delivery involving 12 

participants) from 42 schools across all regions in which Project K operated in at the time. The 

study was longitudinal, with data collected at pre-programme (baseline scores), immediately 

post-programme and one year after the programme had terminated. In an analysis by Deane et 

al. (2017), participants who took part in Project K were found to have increased academic and 

social self-efficacy scores compared to the control group immediately post-programme. This 

effect was found to be sustained one-year post programme. The effect size indicated that the 

outcome on social self-efficacy was stronger than the outcome on academic self-efficacy both 

at the end of the programme and one-year post-programme. Using the same dataset as Deane et 

al. (2017), Zhang (2011) examined the extent to which Project K impacted health and lifestyle 

behaviours, focusing specifically on physical activity, truancy, healthy eating behaviours (i.e., 

breakfast, fruit and vegetable eating), unhealthy eating behaviours and community activities 

(i.e., church attendance, volunteering and recreational activities). A significant increase was 

found in the frequency of breakfast eating and vegetable consumption and a significant decrease 

in unhealthy eating behaviours in the Project K group compared to the control group. The data 

from one-year post-programme found Project K participants to truant less often compared to the 

control group, however no other positive outcomes were evident in any of the variables 

measured at this point. Taking a qualitative approach, Hollis, Deane, Moore and Harré (2011) 

conducted interviews with six Māori Project K participants and found they were eager to give 

recognition to Project K for positive changes in themselves and in others. They described Project 
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K as a challenging environment, and one which pushed their potential while encouraging 

responsibility, teamwork and self-reflection. 

Although previous research has demonstrated that Project K is effective in boosting self-

efficacy and health outcomes, these effects are not consistent across participants and the impact 

of Project K on other outcomes (e.g. academic achievement, physical health) is variable (Deane 

et al., 2017; Zhang, 2011). An interesting finding from the RCT trial was that programme effects 

differed depending on the outcome and participant group of interest (Deane et al., 2017). In 

other words, programme effects were stronger for those who reported lower levels of the 

outcomes of interest at baseline level. Asian participants, a group who reported significantly 

lower social self-efficacy at baseline, appeared to have stronger efficacy enhancing effects. 

Evidence was also found that Project K was more effective in increasing academic self-efficacy 

for students who had low baseline academic self-efficacy scores and students in low socio-

economic schools one-year post-programme.  

Deane and Harré (2014b) developed a Theory of Change model to illustrate the theory 

behind the effectiveness of Project K. The authors used multiple sources to achieve this 

including; 351 Project K participant questionnaires, key Project K documents (The Policy and 

Procedures Manual, the Facilitator Manual, the Evaluation Manual and the Liaison Manual), 

eight programme staff focus groups and results from six previous Project K research projects 

(as discussed above). Participant engagement is positioned in the centre of the model and is 

suggested to be fundamental to keep the cycle moving and produce positive participant 

outcomes. The model notes several factors that were assumed to support engagement and 

subsequent programme effectiveness, these were: the environment of the programme, the 

interpersonal dynamics, and the individual characteristics of the participants, facilitators and 

mentors. More recently, Chapman et al. (2017) assessed how engagement and support during 

the different components of Project K help to promote positive social development among its 



 

17 

 

participants. Their review included 31 programme sites where delivery occurred between the 

years of 2008 – 2010. The research involved quantitative methods, using questionnaires to 

assess a number of outcomes including social self-efficacy and sense of community. In terms of 

engagement, this research concentrated on interest and enjoyment which are aspects of 

emotional engagement. The results indicated that participant’s emotional engagement in the WA 

significantly contributed to their observed social gains. Engagement was found to be the stronger 

predictor of social self-efficacy gains over and above mentor support and there was no unique 

effect of the CC on these social outcomes.  

Project K has one of the most extensive and strongest evidence bases of PYD 

programmes in New Zealand. However, further research is still required to create a better 

understanding of the processes that occur in Project K and why the programme is working in 

most cases, but the effects appear to differ between participants. Furthermore, there is a need 

for further research regarding PYD programmes in New Zealand as the New Zealand 

government appear to be transitioning away from PYD approaches to youth and towards a more 

deficit view of youth, which is discussed next. 

The current state of positive youth development in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. 

In the early 2000’s the government’s approach to PYD appeared promising through the 

development of the Youth Development Strategy Aotearoa (YDSA; Ministry of Youth 

Development, 2002). The YDSA provides a vision to support the positive development of young 

people and includes a number of principles, aims and goals required to achieve this, which are 

incorporated into the following six principles: (1) youth development is shaped by the ‘big 

picture’; (2) youth development is about young people being connected; (3) youth development 

is based on a consistent strengths-based approach; (4) youth development happens through 

quality relationships; (5) youth development is triggered when young people fully participate; 
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(6) youth development needs good information. When followed, these principles should 

contribute to positive development, by allowing young people to feel a sense of contribution to 

society and connection to others, believe they have choices about their future and feel positive 

and comfortable with their own identity. The YDSA framework is argued to be the biggest 

achievement of the Ministry of Youth Development (Baxter, Caddie, & Camerson, 2016). 

Accordingly, the six principles outlined in the YDSA have been used as the foundation for the 

Code of Ethics for Youth Work in Aotearoa New Zealand (CEYW). 

The CEYW was established in 2008, with a second edition published in 2011 

(AraTaiohi, 2017). The CEYW outlines key values and standards for individuals working with 

youth in New Zealand to ensure youth work is carried out in a skilled, safe and ethical manner 

(AraTaiohi, 2017). Although the YDSA is now over 10 years-old, it is understood to be central 

to the development of a consistent and strong approach to youth work in New Zealand despite 

the failure of formal government efforts (Baxter et al., 2016). Consequently, the current state of 

youth development in New Zealand appears to be led by the youth work sector, with little input 

from government (Baxter et al., 2016). Of these, Ara Taiohi is noted to be the ‘peak body for 

youth development’ (Ara Taiohi, 2017). Officially launching in 2010, Ara Taiohi was developed 

from the union of the New Zealand Aotearoa Adolescent Health and Development (NZAAHD) 

and the National Youth Workers Network Aotearoa (NYWNA). Combining the experience of 

the NZAAHD and the NYWNA, Ara Taiohi was set up to support people who work with 

adolescents, thereby enhancing youth development so that young people can flourish (Ara 

Taiohi, 2017). Although the YDSA is still used extensively by the sector, reports produced by 

Ara Taiohi show a bleak picture of government promotion and support of PYD in New Zealand 

today. Funding cuts from the government have forced the closure of key youth organisations in 

parts of the country, with those organisations that have survived being left underfunded and with 

a sense of hopelessness. Furthermore, the recent budget outlined by the current government 

failed to have a strong focus on young people. It appears that the Ministry of Youth Development 
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will move further away from PYD, instead returning to a more deficit-based approach with 

funding focused more on fixing vulnerable populations rather than encouraging strengths (Ara 

Taiohi, 2017). The failure of the New Zealand government in recognising the importance of 

PYD demonstrates the significance of generating research that can demonstrate the benefits of 

PYD approaches. The starting point to achieve this lies with the development of a clear, 

universal definition and understanding of what constitutes PYD. 

 

Indicators of Positive Youth Development 

During the early years of PYD theory development, there was a lack of standard 

vocabulary and measurement of the approach (Lerner et al., 2006). However, over the last 20 

years the vision and vocabulary of PYD has developed, leading to the identification of a number 

of characteristics that capture the range of indicators of PYD in the mental, behavioural and 

social realms of individual development (Lerner et al., 2006). Catalano et al. (2004) formed an 

operational definition of PYD after completing a thorough literature review and consulted 

leading scientists and evaluation staff. The authors claim that PYD approaches seek to achieve 

one or more of the following objectives: promote social, emotional, cognitive, behavioural, and 

moral competence and bonding; foster self-determination, spirituality, self-efficacy, a clear and 

positive identity, and belief in the future; and provide recognition for positive behaviour, 

opportunities for prosocial involvement and prosocial norms. Moreover, two popular models 

are frequently referred to throughout the PYD literature as representing the indicators of PYD 

in youth. The first of these is the Developmental Assets Model (Benson et al., 1999), which 

acknowledges 40 developmental assets that are needed to be fostered for PYD to occur (Benson 

et al., 1999; Benson, 2003; Lerner et al., 2003). Following this, the Five C’s Model of PYD was 

developed, which identifies five important indicators of PYD in adolescent development 

(Lerner, 2002; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003). Each will be discussed in turn.  
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The Developmental Assets model. 

The theory-based developmental assets model emphasises the strengths, energies and 

talents that every young person possesses (Damon, 2004). The model is derived from a 

developmental systems approach with a focus on how individual strengths and skills need to 

align with an optimum environment for youth to direct their development in a positive manner 

(Benson, Leffert, Scales, & Blyth, 2012). This framework was designed to guide community-

based approaches to PYD, therefore it includes the relationships, social experiences and social 

environments that are suggested to promote health within the context of a community (Benson, 

2003). The 40 developmental assets identified in the model are separated into two categories: 

20 external and 20 internal assets. Internal assets refer to personal skills and capabilities and are 

divided into four categories: commitment to learning (e.g., school engagement), positive values 

(e.g., caring), social competencies (e.g., resistance skills) and positive identity (e.g., self-esteem; 

Benson et al., 2007). External assets refer to features associated with ecological and community 

influences on PYD and they are also grouped into four categories: support (e.g., family support), 

empowerment (e.g., community values youth), boundaries and expectations (e.g., adult role 

models) and constructive use of time (e.g., creative activities). All assets are understood as 

important skills, opportunities, relationships and values that help foster positive development 

while guiding youth away from risk behaviours (Scales, Benson, Roehlkepartain, Sesma, & van 

Dulmen, 2006). The more developmental assets experienced by a young person, the more likely 

positive developmental outcomes will develop compared to youth who experience fewer assets 

(Scales et al., 2006).  

Support for the developmental assets model can be found in the numerous studies that 

demonstrate youth who report more assets are more likely to engage in positive behaviours and 

are less likely to engage in risk behaviours (Scales, Benson, Leffert, & Blyth, 2000; Sesma, 

Roehlkepartain, Benson, & Van Dulmen, 2003). Using a sample of 11,719 participants age 12 
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– 18 years-old, Bleck and DeBate (2016) found that developmental assets indirectly influenced 

health behaviours, which the authors measured as cigarette use, substance use, fast food 

consumption and physical activity. The authors also found direct associations between 

developmental assets and substance use and physical activity. Similar findings using a larger 

sample were found by Sesma et al. (2003). Their research used a sample of 217, 277 youth from 

Grade 6 to 12 in the US and found an association between a greater number of developmental 

assets and indicators of thriving and fewer risk behaviours. More specifically, youth who 

reported engaging in five or more of the high risk behaviour patterns experienced 15 or fewer 

developmental assets. This is compared to the presence of 23 assets, which were experienced 

by youth who were not included in any of the high risk behaviour patterns. This finding was 

consistent even after controlling for socioeconomic status. Furthermore, in their sample of 6,000 

sixth to twelfth grade youth in the US, Scales et al. (2000) found youth with higher 

developmental assets were considerably more likely to report being high achievers at school, 

maintain physical health and overcome adversity than youth with fewer developmental assets. 

When considering grade and gender interactions, the youth with higher developmental assets 

were also more likely to demonstrate leadership, help others and value diversity. Lastly, Pashak, 

Hagen, Allen and Selley (2014) found a significant relationship of moderate strength between 

developmental assets and thriving behaviours, risky behaviours and academic success in 

emerging adults (age 18 -mid 20’s). Thus providing support for the importance of developmental 

assets for positive development and that this goes further than adolescence alone.  

The Five C’s model of positive youth development. 

Another prominent PYD model is the five C’s (five characteristics) model of PYD which 

also emphasises the strengths of adolescents and focuses on the plasticity of development 

(Lerner, 2002; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003). The 5 C’s model of PYD posits that positive 

development can occur if there is an alignment with the strengths of the youth (i.e., the potential 
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for growth) and positive developmental resources in their environment (Bowers et al., 2010). 

Having been developed from the experiences of practitioners and reviews of adolescent 

development literature (Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Lerner, 2004; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003), 

the 5 C’s represent five characteristics that are suggested to be important indicators of PYD, 

these are: Competence, Confidence, Connection, Character and Caring. Competence is defined 

as having a positive view of one’s actions and includes social, cognitive, or vocational 

competencies. Confidence is used to describe an internal sense of positive self-efficacy and self-

worth. Connection refers to the positive bonds a young person has with people and institutions. 

Character is the term used to represent a respect for societal and cultural rules, including having 

a sense of right and wrong as well as integrity. Caring addresses the benefits of cultivating the 

5 C’s beyond the individual and is used interchangeably with Compassion or a sense of 

sympathy and empathy for others. A sixth ‘C’, Contribution, emerges when all 5 C’s are present 

(Lerner, 2004). This ‘C’ is observed when a young person contributes positively to the self, 

family, community and civil society (Lerner et al., 2004). The ‘Six C’s’ are often used as 

measureable behaviours and attitudes that represent outcomes of PYD programmes (Anyon & 

Jenson, 2014). 

Support for the 5 C’s of PYD can be found in findings from an ongoing longitudinal 

national study, the 4-H study of PYD (Lerner et al., 2005). The 4-H study was developed to 

measure the 5 C’s and explore the prevalence or level of these characteristics and their 

relationship to outcomes among adolescents. The study includes over 4000 young people from 

Grade 5 to Grade 12 in 26 states in the US (Lerner, Lerner, & Phelps, 2008). Using data from 

the first wave of the study, Lerner et al. (2005) found that the 5 C’s were correlated with one 

another and they were directly associated with the participants’ level of contribution. Using data 

from wave two of the 4-H study, Gestsdottir and Lerner (2007) found a positive association 

between the levels of self-regulation and the 5 C’s, and a negative association between the 5 C’s 

and depression, risk behaviours and delinquency. Similarly, Lerner et al. (2008) found higher 
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levels of the 5 C’s in Grade 5 predicted greater contribution to community and family, as well 

as lower levels of depression and problem behaviours. In general, the extensive evidence behind 

the 5 C’s model suggests it is a reliable model for PYD (Heck & Subramaniam, 2009). 

 

Positive Youth Development Programmes 

PYD programmes emerged from the developing awareness that working only on 

problems with youth did not consistently create positive outcomes, and there was a shift from 

intervention and treatment programmes to programmes designed to help optimise 

developmental progress (Catalano et al., 2004). Consequently, rather than focusing solely on the 

treatment of problem behaviours, they aim to prepare adolescents for their future and foster the 

growth of young people into healthy, responsible and caring adults while simultaneously 

attempting to prevent risk and problem behaviours (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003; Scales et al., 

2000). These programmes work to broaden the perspectives of youth through creating enriching 

experiences in resource rich environments which, rather than being deficit focused, aim to 

enhance youth’s skills, improve their socialisation and create a sense of belonging and identity 

(Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003). 

Conceptualising positive youth development programmes. 

Following the increasing popularity of the PYD approach, the 21st century brought with 

it a rapid increase in PYD programmes aimed at cultivating positive attributes in young people 

(Anyon & Jenson, 2014). Anyon and Jenson contend that the rapid increase in PYD programmes 

created challenges regarding the conceptualisation of what constitutes a PYD programme in 

terms of organisation, policy, practices and frameworks. Indeed, others indicate a lack of clarity 

regarding what constitutes a PYD programme in the literature today (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 

2016). There is also considerable variation in the way PYD is defined, operationalised and 

measured. This is illustrated in Yohalem and Wilson-Ahlstrom’s (2010) evaluation of PYD 
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measurement tools. The authors looked at nine tools, and found similarities in the measurement 

of six core concepts: relationships, environment, engagement, social and behavioural norms, 

skill building and structure. However, the authors also found four other concepts which were 

identified as key components of quality in some, but not in all, of the measurement tools. These 

were: youth leadership and participation, staffing (ratios and qualifications), programme 

management, and links to family and community.     

Features of effective positive youth development programmes 

Although there is variety in the structure and setting of PYD programmes (as discussed 

in Chapter One), there is increasing consensus regarding the features of effective PYD 

programmes to promote positive outcomes (Anyon & Jenson, 2014). Roth and Brooks-Gunn 

(2003) identified three categories used to organise defining characteristics that distinguish PYD 

programmes from other youth programmes: programme goals, programme activities and 

programme atmosphere. Programme goals refers to the goal of preparing youth for adulthood, 

rather than on the prevention of behaviour. This is because the latter does not fully equip youth 

with the tools required to become a responsible adult. Programme atmosphere focuses on 

creating a positive atmosphere and maintaining supportive relationships between staff and 

youth. The key, in this sense, is to create a safe environment with an expectation for success 

where individuals feel they have membership. The final characteristic identified is programme 

activities, where the authors argue that activities should be varied and provide a range of 

opportunities to support and encourage positive development and develop life skills. Catalano 

et al. (2004) conducted a review of 25 PYD programmes and identified a number of components 

that appeared to make these programmes effective. These were: a structured curriculum, long 

programme duration (nine months or longer), implementation fidelity, measurement of positive 

and problem outcomes and the inclusion of at least five PYD constructs (e.g., the 5 C’s). More 

recently, Anyon and Jenson (2014) conducted a literature review detailing research, practice and 
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policy efforts aligned with PYD approaches. They include consistent structure, the creation of 

safe spaces to build supportive relationships, opportunities for identity formation, support for 

youth involvement and self-determination, opportunities to learn and apply useful skills, 

integration of family, school and community and high expectations for positive behaviours. 

The following section draws on the PYD literature to provide a comprehensive review 

of the most commonly cited features understood as important in effective PYD programmes. 

These features are: An appropriately structured curriculum, a positive programme climate, the 

provision of supportive adult-youth relationships, the provision of a range of opportunities, and 

the integration of family, school and community supports. 

An appropriately structured curriculum. 

An appropriately structured curriculum has been identified in a number of the reviews 

of PYD programmes as being an important feature of PYD programmes (e.g., Anyon & Jenson, 

2014; Eccles & Gootman, 2002). Programme structure refers to the significance of a clear plan 

and frequent monitoring and includes boundaries and guidelines for adult support (Mahoney, 

Parente, & Zigler, 2010). Eccles and Gootman (2002) argue that without an appropriate 

structure, all other features of an effective programme environment can become irrelevant 

because without stability, adolescents cannot engage in emotional, social, physical or cognitive 

growth. Applied researchers also share the understanding of the importance of a structured 

curriculum, through the finding that adolescents can benefit from experiencing clear rules and 

discipline (Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003). However, the degree of 

programme structure needs to be appropriate to the adolescents in the programme. Individual 

differences should be taken into consideration as vague rules can be problematic for students 

who require clear structures (Jimerson, Morrison, Pletcher, & Furlong, 2006), and it is important 

to acknowledge when it is beneficial for the structure to become flexible to allow for a youth 

voice and youth-driven activities (Hauseman, 2016).  
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Shernoff and Csikszentmihalyi (2009) argue that structure, including clear goals and 

immediate feedback facilitate engagement and ultimately outcomes in a PYD programme. The 

sense of structure and consistency can influence the youth-adult relationship (which is discussed 

in detail later in this section) through the sense of stability which allows youth to feel there is 

consistent support available to them and this increases feelings of trust. Research support for the 

importance of an appropriately structured curriculum can be found by a number of authors. In a 

review of 73 youth programmes based in Chicago that aimed to promote personal and social 

skills, Durlak and Weissberg (2007) found structured programmes were more effective than 

unstructured approaches. Using programmes from the US, Catalano et al. (2004) found 24 of 

the 25 effective youth programmes included in their review had a structured curriculum. In the 

one programme that did not have a structured curriculum, the authors assumed that positive 

outcomes were developed by having a positive mentor relationship. In a study involving 

Swedish adolescents, Mahoney and Stattin (2000) reviewed a survey containing 703 responses 

from adolescents and their parents and found that participating in highly structured youth 

programmes was associated with lower levels of antisocial behaviour. They also found that 

participation in low structured activities was related to higher levels of antisocial behaviour. The 

authors suggest this may be due to the influence of peers, and that the combination of deviant 

youth in unstructured, marginally supervised settings may promote antisocial behaviour. 

Although this is seen as an important feature, Eccles and Gootman (2002) identify that 

programme structure has received far less attention in the PYD literature in comparison to other 

popular features of PYD programmes. 

A positive programme climate. 

A positive programme climate has been identified as an important aspect of effective 

PYD programmes in reviews by Lerner (2004), Anyon and Jenson (2014) and Eccles and 

Gootman (2002). This feature consists of feelings and attitudes elicited by a programme’s 

environment, specifically feelings of safety and support (Loukas, 2007). A safe environment 
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includes both physical and psychological safety, which are essential to provide a growth-

orientated space and allow youth to take risks and learn from their mistakes in a constructive 

manner (Hauseman, 2016). This space must encourage youth to feel free to express themselves 

without judgment, allowing them to discover and cultivate their potential (Iwasaki et al., 2014). 

Roth et al. (1998) suggest that staff are important to the development of a positive programme 

climate. The authors specifically note that this importance lies with the staff’s ability to act in a 

caring manner to support and empower young people to develop their skills. Indeed, discipline 

and caring relationships with adults have been suggested to determine youths’ perceived safety 

in schools (Bosworth, Ford, & Hernandaz, 2011). In a school setting, the climate can have a 

positive influence on educational and psychological outcomes for students, but it can also 

become a significant barrier to learning and potentially prevent optimal learning and 

development (Kutsyuruba, Klinger, & Hussain, 2015). One of the ways a negative climate can 

prevent positive outcomes is through bullying (Craig & Edge, 2008). To prevent a negative 

climate from forming, PYD programme environments should have health promoting facilities 

and incorporate practices that increase safe peer interaction and decrease confrontational peer 

interactions (Eccles & Gootman, 2002).  

Support for the importance of a positive programme climate is provided by Hauseman 

(2016), who reviewed 124 after-school programmes in Canada and the US and found that the 

provision of a safe, positive and healthy programme climate was noted as one of the best 

practices to achieve positive outcomes. Similarly, Gavin, Catalano, David-Ferdon, Gloppen and 

Markham (2010) found that delivering activities in a supportive environment was one of the few 

factors that significantly differentiated successful from unsuccessful programmes. Lerner et al. 

(2006) also identifies the need for communities to be safe environments in order to encourage 

youth to pursue a healthy development that allows them to contribute to the family and 

community. The authors suggest that the provision of an easily accessible safe space for youth 

should be one of the key characteristics of youth programmes. 
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The provision of supportive adult-youth relationships. 

The majority of articles discussing the factors that influence effective PYD programmes 

mention the importance of the provision of supportive adult-youth relationships (Anyon & 

Jenson, 2014; Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2016). These relationships are 

viewed as essential to any effective developmental setting (Bulanda, Szarzynski, Siler, & 

McCrea, 2013; Eccles & Gootman, 2002), and are seen as a strong predictor of outcomes in 

activities (Vandell, Larson, Mahoney, & Watts, 2015; Zeldin, Krauss, Collura, Lucchesi, & 

Sulaiman, 2014).  A number of researchers go as far as labelling these relationships as the critical 

ingredient in successful programmes (Benson et al., 2007; Li & Julian, 2012). Although support 

can be observed in a number of ways (e.g., instrumental support, appraisal), the most common 

forms of support identified in the literature are emotional support (feelings of trust and care) and 

informational support (providing information and advice; Martínez, Loyola & Cumsille, 2015). 

Positive outcomes can develop from supportive relationships through experiencing a 

sense of belonging and an appropriate balance of power between youth and adults. These 

dimensions appear to be inter-linked as a sense of belonging has been found to increase when 

youth experience caring and supportive relationships with adult leaders (Kirshner, 2008). 

Indeed, Zeldin (2004) interviewed youth and adult leaders of eight youth organisations and 

found an association between the adolescents’ sense of belonging and the power balance 

between adolescents and adults. However, leaders must be aware of the appropriate time to 

withdraw a portion of the power as the participants develop confidence and mastery, a process 

described as scaffolding (Kirshner, 2008). The term scaffolding describes a gradual shift in 

power as the learners (i.e., the programme participants) advance in confidence and skill to 

become more self-sufficient (Li & Julian, 2012). In addition, trust has been suggested as a key 

to supportive relationship (Halpern, Barker, & Mollard, 2000). Griffith and Larson (2015) found 

youths’ trust in programme leaders increased the positive impact of their experience in the 

programme. 
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As each young person is unique, and different individuals respond to adults in unique 

ways (Eccles & Gootman, 2002), it is important that adults working in these settings are able to 

be responsive and adapt to the needs of the young person (Eccles et al., 1993). In support of this, 

Griffith (2016) found the development of trust was experienced differently for individual youth 

with the same adult in the same context. Three trajectories of trust were identified from the 46 

participants. Of these, 72% of the participants showed a steady increase in trust over time, 

making this trajectory the most common trajectory. An exception to this was the trajectory that 

showed critical points in the trust relationship. This trajectory illustrated that, for some young 

people, the presence of crucial events spurred trust to increase at specific points. The leader 

remembering the youth’s birthday was acknowledged as one crucial event. Another trajectory 

saw dips observed in trust across time, which was recognised to be due to the programme leader 

failing to provide roles for the youth. The implications of these findings are that although there 

does appear to be typical trajectories of trust experienced by youth in a programme, variability 

in how adult-youth relationships form should be also be expected across individuals. 

Further support is provided by Martínez et al. (2015) who, in a sample of 347 Chilean 

youth from 38 youth organisations, concluded that emotional support, informational support and 

personalised feedback while in an activity are key factors to healthy adult-youth relationships 

that increase positive outcomes. Cross, Gottfredson, Wilson, Rorie and Connel (2010) used data 

from an evaluation of a multi-site trial of an after-school programme including 224 students 

from the US. Observations and self-report methods were used to assess quality of programme 

implementation compared to student experiences in school. The authors found evidence that 

staff quality was the single most important characteristic of programme success. In addition, 

when using data from the 4-H PYD programme, Xia, Taylor and Guzman (2017) found youth 

who regarded the adult staff as friendly were more likely to demonstrate an increase in 

knowledge, skills and assets after programme completion.  
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The provision of a range of opportunities. 

The provision of a range of opportunities within a PYD programme has been 

acknowledged as an important factor of effective PYD programmes by a number of authors 

(Anyon & Jenson, 2014; Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Lerner, 2004). Eccles and Gootman (2002) 

specifically mention the inclusion of cognitive, physical, psychological, social and cultural skills 

to be important in effective PYD programmes. Including a wide range of skills will allow 

participants to discover their strengths, promoting feelings of well-being, positive behaviour and 

achievement (Nobel & McGrath, 2008). Furthermore, the provision of a range of opportunities 

provides a greater chance participants will find one or more of the opportunities interesting, 

consequently decreasing the likelihood participants will disengage or stop participating 

altogether due to a lack of interest in the programme (Perkins & Borden, 2006). Programmes 

can benefit from providing opportunities for youth to think independently as well as in groups, 

encouraging youth to expand their social world consequently increasing feelings of belonging 

and support (Eccles & Gootman, 2002). Furthermore, opportunities should enable youth to think 

independently and critically while taking responsibility and working towards achievable goals 

(Hansen & Larson, 2007). Goals set in the programme should be relevant to the young person’s 

life, allowing them to understand the immediate benefit of taking part.   

It is important that youth participants experience opportunities for autonomy as the 

adolescent developmental period is characterised by a transition from dependence to increased 

autonomy (Spear, 2007). Autonomy refers to a feeling of self-direction and control over one’s 

own behaviour (Levesque, Zuehlke, Stanek, & Ryan, 2004). One way this can be achieved is 

through decision-making during participation in a programme. Decision-making encourages 

youth to develop abstract thinking skills and provides them with the opportunity to make 

meaningful decisions (Akiva, Cortina, & Smith, 2014). Indeed, Grossman, Goldsmith, Sheldon 

and Arbreton (2009) argue that after-school programs that enable youth to participate in 

decision-making have been found to improve feelings of belonging, enjoyment and ultimately 
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engagement. In addition to decision-making, Tierney (2016) evaluated two youth programmes 

and found the provision of roles to be important to the success of the programmes. Roles within 

a programme provide responsibility, choice and agency, and can be especially influential if they 

carry power and have consequences. Roles should be authentic and provide duties usually given 

to adults, helping youth to feel a connection to a programme and create a sense of belonging, as 

well as feelings of accountability and responsibility (Nasir & Hand, 2008). Roles should also be 

flexible and allow for negotiation between adults and youths, which is a key mechanism for 

creating a sense of ownership and support of autonomy (Nasir & Hand, 2008). Roles are more 

effective if they are integral to the functioning of the group. This encourages youth to feel a 

sense of importance, as well as providing opportunities for self-expression, which together help 

to create a personal connection to the programme (Nasir & Hand, 2008). Nasir and Hand (2008) 

understand that roles should be uniquely designed for each person, with the individual 

recognising their specific contribution to the group. Support for the importance of a range of 

opportunities can be evidenced through a five-year ethnographic research project by 

McLaughlin, Irby and Langman (1994). The authors found high participation in programmes 

that provided a range of opportunities to build skills and competencies and increase self-worth.  

The integration of family, school and community supports. 

The integration of all areas of a young person’s life including family, schools, 

communities and peer groups has been identified as important to youth development (Ministry 

of Youth Development, 2017). Youth development is facilitated when there is cohesion and 

information flow between the different settings in a young person’s life (Bronfenbrenner, 1979; 

Eccles & Gootman, 2002). In everyday life, young people are bound to these systems therefore 

it is important to include all systems to collectively construct an optimum environment to 

facilitate positive development for the individual (Shek, Ma, & Tang, 2011). Indeed, Greenberg 

et al. (2003) conducted a review of youth programmes in the US and found evidence that youth 

development interventions are most beneficial when there is shared coordination and 
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accountability between programmes and schools. This is suggested to be due to the connection 

between different systems in a young person’s life increasing the amount of adult resources 

available to them (Eccles & Gootman, 2002). When this connection is lacking, the likelihood of 

missing developmental opportunities is increased as well as confusion about adult expectations. 

In agreement, Roth and Brooks-Gunn (2003) highlight that, “one program, even an 

extraordinarily good program, cannot do it all; young people do not grow up in programs, but 

in families, schools, and neighbourhoods” (p. 97). 

Outcomes of positive youth development programmes. 

PYD programmes have been suggested to have a positive impact on individuals in a 

number of areas including: academic self-efficacy and subjective well-being (Bird, 2014), self-

efficacy (Deane, 2012), prosocial behaviour, social competence and self-control (Feinberg et 

al., 2013), connections to family, school and future (Karcher, Davis, & Powell, 2002), and 

sexual activity (Reyna & Mills, 2014). In addition, PYD programmes have been found to be 

effective in both reducing risk behaviours and increasing the Six C’s of PYD in young people 

(Anyon & Jenson, 2014). Catalano et al.’s (2004) review of PYD programmes (as previously 

mentioned) found greater outcomes in self-control, assertiveness and adaptive coping, as well 

as improvements in school attendance, parental relations and peer emotional support in 

programmes involving one domain (in the community or in school). Programmes involving two 

social domains (e.g., family and school) found positive outcomes including greater social 

acceptance by and collaboration with peers, higher achievement and school attachment, 

improved cognitive competence and improvements in accepting authority and expressing 

feelings. Finally, programmes involving three domains (family, school and community), found 

increases in positive attitudes about older people, higher levels of community service, higher 

levels of social skills and improvements in race relations.  
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However, not all research has shown such positive benefits. A meta-analysis of PYD 

programmes in the US, UK, Ireland, Croatia and New Zealand by Ciocanel et al. (2017) found 

modest but significant improvements in self-perception, emotional distress and academic 

achievement from youth in PYD programmes compared to a control group. The authors also 

found no significant effect in the reduction of antisocial and violent behaviour, substance abuse, 

risky sexual behaviours or improvements in positive social behaviours in comparison to control 

groups. The small effect found provides limited support for the idea that enhancing assets in 

adolescents increases their ability to manage emotional difficulties and increases their academic 

success. Further support for variations in programme effectiveness have been suggested by Roth 

and Brooks-Gunn (2016) who argue that an increase in positive behaviour does not necessarily 

lead to a decrease in negative outcomes. Indeed, Phelps et al. (2007) reported on a sample of 

data from the 4-H study and found only one in six participants showed an increase in positive 

behaviour and decrease in negative behaviour. In line with this, Lewin-Bizan et al. (2010) found 

many participants who showed an increase in positive behaviour also engaged in risky 

behaviours.  

As illustrated, a number of features are suggested to be influential to the effectiveness of 

PYD programmes. As PYD programmes come in a variety of forms, each form is likely to utilise 

the identified features in distinctive ways. This is because each setting provides a unique set of 

conditions, processes and structures providing different opportunities for development (Larson, 

Hansen & Monet, 2006). The current research is based in an OA programme setting, therefore 

OA programming is the focus of the following section. 

 

Outdoor Adventure Youth Programmes 

The research is focused solely on participant experiences within the Wilderness 

Adventure (WA) component of Project K. The philosophy behind the WA is based on features 
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of OA programmes and utilising them in a wilderness setting, therefore the following section 

provides an overview of this type of programming, including the key components found in 

effective OA programmes and outcomes generated from OA programme experiences.  

Defining outdoor adventure programmes. 

OA programming can be broadly defined as “the deliberate use of adventurous 

experiences to create learning in individuals or groups, that results in change for society and 

communities” (Miles & Priest, 1999, p. 13). This type of programming is practiced in numerous 

countries around the world (Carpenter, Norton, & Pryor, 2015) and is applied to a range of 

purposes such as education, recreation and therapy (Priest & Gass, 2005). OA programmes 

employ a wide variety of theories and formats based on the programme purpose (Carpenter et 

al., 2015). A common feature of OA programmes is the use of wilderness environments as a 

central component to provide life experiences that offer opportunities for growth within a safe 

and supportive environment (Alvarez & Stauffer, 2001). OA programmes can also incorporate 

the use of artificial environments to conduct adventure experiences, such as artificial climbing 

walls (Attarian, 2001). Positive outcomes are promoted in the realms of cognitive (e.g., learning 

new information), physical (e.g., overcoming physical challenge) and affective (e.g., social 

development; Glass & Myers, 2001).  

The key components for success in outdoor adventure programmes. 

McKenzie (2003) explored the experiences of 92 participants in a wilderness-based OA 

programme in Canada and found 29 components of the programme that appeared to influence 

programme outcomes. These included the physical environment, instructors, course activities 

and the group itself. In their development of the Youth Adventure Programming (YAP) model 

(which is discussed in detail later), Deane and Harré (2014a) reviewed the critical experiences 

offered by OA programmes. Similarly to McKenzie, the authors found aspects related to the 

physical environment, activities and the social setting to be important to the participants’ 
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experience in OA programmes. In contrast to the features identified through reviewing the 

literature, Russell and Phillips-Miller’s (2002) research drew on the experiences of three male 

participants in different wilderness therapy programmes in the US and identified four key 

processes from self-reports of participants thought to be important to outcomes: physical 

exercise and hiking, wilderness living, peer feedback facilitated by group discussions and 

relationships with adult staff. Taking this into consideration, the following section draws on the 

literature to illustrate the key components unique to OA programmes and outlines their 

importance to achieve positive outcomes. 

The physical environment. 

A common setting for OA programmes is a wilderness environment. This environment 

is complex and can be characterised by a lack of physical boundaries encouraging feelings of 

isolation, physical challenge and intensity (Larivière et al., 2012). Similarly, Caulkins, White 

and Russell (2006) describe the context of a wilderness therapy programme as “complex, 

dynamic and emergent” (p. 23). This unfamiliar and unpredictable physical environment has 

been suggested to be an important aspect in facilitating programme outcomes (Deane & Harré, 

2014a; McKenzie, 2003; Priest & Gass, 2005; Walsh & Golins, 1976). One of the ways in which 

the physical environment can promote change is through creating feelings of discomfort. In 

Russell & Phillips-Miller’s (2002) qualitative study, participants across four different OA 

therapy programmes described the initial feeling of being in the wilderness as a shock. 

Emotional states such as shock, vulnerability and anxiety produced by this environment are 

believed to cause participants to develop a sense of dissonance characterised by feelings of risk 

and a sense of the unknown (Miles & Priest, 1999; Nadler, 1993), and are suggested to open 

therapeutic pathways encouraging positive change in the individual (Russell & Phillips-Miller, 

2002). These negative emotions encourage individuals to seek positive change within 

themselves in order to feel comfortable in the unfamiliar situation (McKenzie, 2000). When this 

is successful, and the initial feeling of discomfort has been overcome, positive benefits are 
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believed to develop (Nadler, 1993). The ability to cultivate feelings of comfort can be related to 

a young person’s life outside the programme as they become confident in their ability to 

overcome discomfort in day-to-day situations (Miles & Priest, 1999). Indeed, although initially 

experiencing shock in the environment, Russel and Phillips-Miller’s (2002) participants also 

acknowledged that their sense of despair was slowly replaced by self-confidence as they 

developed competence in facing challenges. Furthermore, when interviewing previous OA 

programme participants, LaRush (2017) found that although participants initially acknowledged 

the challenge of the wilderness environment, they were soon able to recognise their 

resourcefulness and creativity during times of discomfort. 

The new and unusual setting of a wilderness environment can produce emotions related 

to freedom. These emotions can create feelings of confidence in youth to experiment with new 

behaviours or a new identity, which can in turn encourage positive characteristics to develop 

(Kimball & Bacon, 1993). Indeed, characteristics such as self-awareness and personal 

responsibility are promoted this way (Walsh & Golins, 1976). This is thought to be in part due 

to the natural consequences faced in the OA setting. This contrasts with the adult delivered 

consequences youth are used to in schools and family life (Kimball & Bacon, 1993). Participants 

are less likely to view the natural consequences in the wilderness as unfair, consequently 

preventing disengagement and encouraging the development of positive behaviours (Kimball & 

Bacon, 1993). 

The act of immersing oneself in the natural environment has been shown to have 

restorative qualities (Cole & Hall, 2010; Hinds, 2011), which are suggested to be due to the 

involuntary and unconscious nature of the engagement experienced in a wilderness environment 

(Miles & Priest, 1999). This type of reaction, for example noticing the smells and noises present 

in nature, is not taxing on personal resources, nor does it cause mental fatigue. This allows 

participants to connect to the environment and those around them as they disconnect from their 
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usual busy state of mind (LaRush, 2017). In support of this, Mossman and Goldthorpe (2004) 

found several of their 89 adolescents who took part in a nine-day OA counselling programme 

acknowledged that the novel environment that was away from distractions helped them to think 

objectively about their life. Similarly, LaRush (2017) found participants’ immersion in the 

wilderness environment gave them the opportunity to pay attention to their own internal 

thoughts, and encouraged a sense of clarity in their thoughts. In addition, separation from the 

family is suggested to encourage change and reflection in one’s life as well as encouraging 

feelings of appreciation of what one has at home (Russell & Phillips-Miller, 2002; Russell, 

2005).  

In support of the importance of the role of the physical environment in increasing 

positive outcomes, Russell (2005) conducted a qualitative study involving 47 youth who were 

interviewed 24 months after the conclusion of an OA healthcare treatment programme. Russell 

found the participants spoke of their experience in a primitive natural setting as one of the most 

powerful aspects of their wilderness therapy experience. In a retrospective study using a sample 

of 227 participants who took part in a 20-day wilderness expedition, Daniel (2007) found the 

uniqueness of the experience was noted to be one of the most significant factors creating an 

impact on the participants’ lives. Davis-Berman and Berman (2012) found 20 years after 

participating in a 10-day wilderness therapy programme, the four participants in their study were 

able to recall detailed memories of physical elements on their journey such as specific places in 

nature. When describing their trip, the wilderness environment was mentioned as an important 

factor of the experience. 

The group environment. 

The presence of peers has been frequently found to be one of the key reasons youth 

participate in youth programmes (Fredricks, Hackett, & Bregman, 2010; Hirsch, 2005; Perkins 

& Borden, 2006), as well as being identified as an important factor contributing to OA 
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programme effectiveness (Kimball & Bacon, 1993; Walsh & Golins, 1976). The wilderness is 

an emotionally intense environment due to its unfamiliar setting and feelings of isolation (Deane 

& Harré, 2014a), as well feelings of separation from one’s support system at home (Bettmann, 

Olson-Morrison, & Jasperson, 2011). Together, this can lead to a socially intense experience for 

the participants that can force participants to rely on the group and facilitators for their emotional 

and physical needs (Bettmann et al., 2011; Fernee, Gabrielsen, Andersen, & Mesel, 2017). 

Indeed, experiencing feelings of support and caring is found to be central to OA programmes in 

wilderness settings (McKenzie, 2000; Quay, Dickinson, & Nettleton, 2000). 

Feelings of interdependence can begin to develop as the group share common goals and 

participate in group based activities (Hopkins & Putnam, 1993; Walsh & Golins, 1976). The 

feeling of interdependence is thought to be an important factor that contributes to the personal 

growth of individuals, and has been associated with increased feelings of support within the 

group (Kimball & Bacon, 1993; Walsh & Golins, 1976). Indeed, the 37 participants who 

experienced a 27-day school-based OA programme acknowledged that the necessity to 

collaborate as a group to achieve goals created authentic exchanges of support and 

encouragement between participants (Zygmont & Naidoo, 2017). Group size is an important 

consideration to creating the feeling of interdependence (McKenzie, 2000), with a small group 

being a common feature of wilderness based OA programmes (Ewert & Garvey, 2007). A group 

of 7-15 has been suggested as the optimum number to allow social aspects such as conflict 

resolution to occur without the negative influence of the formation of cliques (Deane & Harré, 

2014a; McKenzie, 2000). Conflict resolution is important as it can allow new perspectives to be 

developed, increasing feelings of caring and empathy (Quay et al., 2000). 

In support of the importance of the social environment in OA programmes, Russell and 

Phillips-Miller (2002) found all 12 of their participants reported peer dynamics were an 

important factor that influenced change. Mossman and Goldthorpe (2004) found further support 
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in their qualitative study as participants mentioned group factors as being a key aspect of their 

experience. They found sharing similar experiences and interacting with the group increased a 

sense of confidence in making new friends and voicing opinions in small groups. Interestingly, 

Davis-Berman and Berman (2012) found participants gave mixed responses when questioned 

about the influence of the group in their OA programme. Many of the respondents viewed the 

wilderness therapy programme as an independent experience, with little mention of the group 

factors. However, this may be due to the nature of the programme being a therapy programme 

where more emphasis is placed on the individual rather than the group. It is also important take 

into consideration that the participants in this research were interviewed 25 years after they 

participated in the programme, which may give them a different perspective than participants 

who have recently completed a programme. 

The programme activities. 

Structured activities that have a clear beginning, middle and end encourage success by 

making tasks appear achievable (McKenzie, 2000). Although they must appear achievable, 

activities also need to ensure participants are consistently challenged to enable positive growth 

throughout a programme (McKenzie, 2000; Roth and Brooks-Gunn, 2016). Indeed, challenges 

are considered to be important in the process of participant change, with experiences in OA 

programmes often characterised with feelings of discomfort, hardship and physical demands 

(Russell & Phillips-Miller, 2002). When describing theoretical models of OA programmes, 

Zygmont and Naidoo (2017) suggest the positive influence of activities is because they have 

“high levels of perceived risk and demand engaged collaboration for successful resolution, with 

high levels of perceived social support and appropriately modelled problem-based coping 

mechanisms” (p. 8). To achieve growth, challenges should create a sense of internal pressure 

for the participant. This can be promoted though feelings of potential failure, but also the 

recognition that an activity is attainable through effort and, once complete, results in a sense of 

mastery (Deane & Harré, 2014a). 
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To allow feelings of mastery to be experienced, challenge should be at an appropriate 

level for the participants (McKenzie, 2000). As participants master new skills, challenges need 

to adapt to become more challenging to achieve the same level of dissonance (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1990; Walsh & Golins, 1976). If a challenge appears unachievable, a participant may be 

reluctant to attempt it, whereas a lack of challenge has been acknowledged as a common reason 

for disengagement (Shernoff, 2010). As Luckner and Nadler (1997) recognise, challenges 

should continually push participants outside their comfort zones so they can overcome anxieties 

and self-doubt through experiencing success, which in turn allows feelings of dissonance to be 

overcome and replaced with positive feelings.  

Celebrating achievements after completing an activity can help to strengthen the benefits 

from experiencing challenge (Iwasaki et al., 2014). This provides positive feedback and can 

encourage the continued development of the participant by increasing their confidence and 

understanding that they can accomplish a challenge. Indeed, receiving feedback from adults has 

been suggested to increase youth’s sense of efficacy (O'Donoghue & Strobel, 2007). Although 

experiencing success in a challenge is important, failure is also suggested to play a role in 

achieving positive outcomes. Witman (1995) found participants ranked learning through failing 

as the ninth most valuable component of their OA programme out of a list of 16 components. 

Bandura’s (1997) seminal social cognitive theory of learning provides some insight as to why 

this may be the case. He states, “some difficulties and setbacks... serve a beneficial purpose in 

teaching that success usually requires sustained effort. Difficulties provide opportunities to learn 

how to turn failure into success by honing one’s capabilities to exercise better control over 

events” (p. 80). 

The physical aspect of challenge promotes the notion of learning by doing, which has 

support from some of the key influential educational theorists including John Dewey (1938), 

Abraham Maslow (1970) and Carl Rogers (1983), all of whom believe learning develops 
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through experiences. Other scholars believe that the combination of physical, cognitive and 

emotional tasks encourage universal positive development (Walsh & Golins, 1976). Indeed, the 

inclusion of a range of activities including a variety of tasks can build social skills by providing 

opportunities for conflict resolution, cooperation, team building, goal setting and leadership 

(Hellison, Martinek, Walsh, & Holt, 2008). Activities should be holistic in nature to encourage 

positive outcomes in all areas of development (Gass, 1999; Walsh & Golins, 1976). Silver and 

Perini (2010) include competition alongside challenge in their list of engaging activities for 

students, suggesting that the inclusion of mild and friendly completion can help to motivate 

students. 

In support of the positive impact of activities in OA programmes, Zygmont and Naidoo 

(2017) used a phenomenography design with 37 participants who took part in an adventure 

based experiential learning programme in South Africa. The authors found that even when 

describing the activities as unpleasant, participants valued the opportunities for personal, social, 

emotional and spiritual growth. In addition, LaRush (2017) conducted semi-structured 

interviews with 15 female participants who took part in a different wilderness experiences, each 

lasting more than four nights. When discussing physical challenges, a number of participants 

shared the same revelation following a challenging activity. The author noted, “Although they 

experienced discomfort, many were able to articulate how empowered they had felt having 

pushed past preconceived limitations” (p. 37). The most striking of which was a comparison 

made by one participant between learning how to kayak and childbirth.  

The process of reflection. 

The novel, intense and supportive environment of OA programmes encourage reflection 

on previous and upcoming events, which is an important part of psychological development 

(Gassner & Russell, 2008). In support of this, several influential models of experiential learning 

emphasise the importance of reflection for achieving positive outcomes (Dewey, 1938; 
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Greenaway, 1993; Joplin, 1981; Kolb, 1984). As individuals learn from their own experience 

when taking part in experiential learning (Swiderski, 2009), reflective exercises are crucial to 

encourage participants to process and internalise meaning from experiences (Warren, Mitten, & 

Loeffler, 2009). Reflection also helps participants to extract the most from their experience 

(Epp, 2008), and has been acknowledged as the key to lasting behaviour change outside an OA 

programme (Miles & Priest, 1999). Smith, Duffee, Steinke, Huang and Larkin (2008) suggest 

that well-developed and facilitated reflective activities can increase the mastery of new skills, 

positively influence behaviours and increase knowledge.  

Reflection can occur in group (group debriefs) and individual (solos) settings, and 

provides a unique space for participants to give meaning to their experiences, acknowledge what 

they have achieved and become more mindful of their growth (Gassner & Russell, 2008; 

Nicholls, 2009). Russell (2000) describes the importance of individual reflection in OA 

programmes, referring specifically to solos. Solos are periods of time spent alone, and they are 

used as a tool in many OA programmes as an opportunity for reflection (Russell, 2000). In a 

group sense, Russell and Philips-Miller (2002) note that specifically giving and receiving 

feedback is important, as well as sharing feelings with members of the group. When reflecting 

in a group setting, feelings of connection, constructive feedback and learning from others can 

occur. Reflection can be promoted through the activity of goal setting, which encourages the 

participants to reflect on their own behaviour and achievements. Goal setting is an important 

aspect of OA programmes and one in which a number of scholars believe to be a critical 

component of such programmes (McKenzie, 2000). 

Caulkins et al. (2006) provide support for the importance of reflection as they found 

reflective activities had a notable impact on participants in an OA programme. The authors 

found reflective activities increased self-awareness through recognising the self and taking 

responsibility for behaviours. In addition, Zygmont and Naidoo (2017) found participants 
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acknowledged that reflection-based activities provided opportunities for meaningful processing 

of events, sharing emotional feelings and experiencing the self and other members of the group 

in an authentic way. Further support is provided from Witman (1995), who found setting and 

accomplishing goals to be ranked by participants as the seventh most valuable programme 

component out of 16 components. 

The role of the facilitators. 

The influence of the facilitators is acknowledged to be the most researched characteristic 

of OA programmes (Draper, Lund, & Flisher, 2011; McKenzie, 2000). During OA programmes, 

the facilitators share the intense and challenging experience alongside the participants, which 

can encourage the participants to be more responsive to the facilitators (Russell & Phillips-

Miller, 2002). Russell and Phillips-Miller (2002) argue that this takes away feelings of hierarchy 

which are often present in other settings such as in schools and working environments. 

Facilitators carry the same equipment, experience the same challenges, sleep in the same tents 

and eat the same food as the participants. This helps to create a sense of togetherness and break 

resistance to authority as well as increasing rapport, trust and openness. Further support is 

illustrated by one participant in Russell’s (2000) research who was quoted saying: “I just really 

bonded with them [the facilitators] because they were all out there with us living it, you know 

enduring it with us” (p. 218). 

The personality characteristics of the facilitators appear to be important to the 

effectiveness of OA programmes (Bartley & Williams, 1988; McKenzie, 2000). Regarding a 

wilderness therapy programme, adolescents reported their appreciation of facilitators’ qualities 

of genuineness, empathy and unconditional positive regard (Russell, 1999). Indeed, staff support 

was noted to be one of the most powerful aspects of a wilderness therapy programme (Russell, 

2005), with findings from Walker and Arbreton (2004) suggesting that the most significant 

predictor of participation in a youth programme was the number of adults youth felt supported 
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by in the programme. Trust and respect from leaders has also been noted to be one of the most 

important aspects to influence positive change reported by individuals in an OA programme 

(Mossman & Goldthorpe, 2004). In a therapeutic programme, wilderness facilitators have been 

described as more human than former therapists (Russell & Phillips-Miller, 2002) and easy to 

talk to (Russell, 2005), facilitating the positive relationships between clients and adults. A great 

deal of the research literature regarding supportive adults comes from OA therapy programmes, 

where facilitators are likely to take on more emotionally supportive roles compared to 

educational or recreational OA programmes. 

Facilitators can have a strong influence on the participants’ experience in activities 

(Bobilya, Kalisch, & McAvoy, 2005), as they are able to increase the perception of risk in an 

activity to help maximise the feelings of accomplishment and ultimately empowerment (Ewert, 

1989; Hopkins & Putnam, 1993). Indeed, to promote positive outcomes in activities, the 

facilitators need to ensure that there is a balance between risk, excitement and an individual’s 

competency. If perceived risk is too low, participants are vulnerable to failing to develop 

positive outcomes such as skill or motivation (Miles & Priest, 1999) and risk disengaging 

(Shernoff, 2010). Whereas if the risk is too high, feelings of anxiety can be provoked, which 

can also lead to disengagement. In addition, symptoms of culture shock may arise when 

individuals are placed in a new and unusual environment such as the wilderness, and this can 

have a negative emotional impact unless appropriate support is provided by a facilitator 

(Fabrizio & Neill, 2005). 

Outdoor adventure programme process. 

A number of studies have sought to identify the process through which participants 

develop positive outcomes in OA programmes. The Outward Bound Process (OBP) is a popular 

model developed by Walsh and Golins (1976) detailing the process of change operating in an 

OA programme setting. The authors suggest that in OA programmes, the learner is placed in a 
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unique physical and social environment, and is given a number of problem solving tasks. These 

tasks create a state of adaptive dissonance, whereby the learner adapts to succeed, in turn 

creating mastery, which then recognises the meaning of the learner’s experience. This process 

has been used as the foundation for understanding OA programmes by a number of sources 

(Priest & Gass, 2005). Deane and Harré (2014a) offer an updated and extended version of the 

OBP model through the development of the YAP model. The YAP model takes a general look 

at adventure programming rather than focusing on OA, and illustrates the process of change 

occurring in an experiential learning cycle. Kolb (1984) identifies the experiential learning cycle 

as holistic and continuous, and consisting of four phases: participation, reflection, generalisation 

and new application of the learning. The final phase, new application of learning, then stimulates 

the cycle to begin again (Panicucci, 2007). The YAP model suggests the addition of a number 

of components to this cycle. Taking into account the key components discussed previously, 

adventure programmes motivate the participant to act on their feelings of psychological 

disequilibrium encouraged by the environment. Feelings of mastery develop as the participant 

receives support from their peers and the facilitators in the completion of a task. The meaning 

of the experience becomes internalised through feedback and reflection. Feedback can be gained 

through processing experiences as a group, and through the authentic nature of the activities 

allowing the environment to provide feedback. Abstract generalisations are encouraged through 

the process of reflection, allowing knowledge to transfer from experiences in the programme to 

situations that occur in daily life. This transference can be further enhanced by skilled facilitators 

(Sibthorp, Furman, Paisley, Gookin, & Schumann, 2011). 

Outcomes in outdoor adventure programmes. 

Although the impact of an OA programme is said to be personal and unique to each 

individual (Davis-Berman & Berman, 2012), there are a number of outcomes commonly 

reported in these programmes. Areas noted to have shown improved outcomes include: 
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leadership skills (Draper et al., 2011), self-esteem (Cook, 2008), self-efficacy (Fuller et al., 

2017) and improved relationships (Fuller et al., 2017). Henderson et al. (2005) focused on 92 

camp-based OA programmes and collected data from 5281 programme participants and their 

parents. The authors found significant increases from pre to post-test in exploration and 

adventure skills, independence, leadership, peer relationships, positive identity, exploration and 

spirituality. In one OA therapy programme for troubled youth age 13 to 15-years-old in the US, 

Caulkins et al. (2006) found increases in awareness of the self and others and an increase in self-

efficacy as participants learned how to overcome emotional and physical obstacles. Fuller et al. 

(2017) included 15 participants from an outdoor residential experience in the UK and found the 

experience had positive effects on self-confidence, self-efficacy and academic success. In 

addition, they acknowledged that participants were able to transfer the skills they learnt in the 

OA programme to their home and school life. Using a longitudinal design conducted in the US 

involving 500 youth in an OA programme, Russell (2003) found that the positive improvements 

reported by youth in emotional and behavioural problems were sustained after 12 months 

following programme completion, suggesting the programme had a long-lasting positive impact 

on participants. As referred to earlier, Davis-Berman and Berman (2012) interviewed 

participants 20 years after their participation in a wilderness therapy programme. The authors 

found participants did not speak of their OA programme as life changing, but rather that it was 

able to provide tools to help overcome hardships later in life. All the respondents in the Davis-

Berman and Berman study described participation as a valuable experience and that they would 

encourage their own children to participate in OA programmes. 

However, not all research has found such positive results. In a meta-analysis of outcomes 

from 96 studies of OA programmes, Hattie, Marsh, Neill and Richards (1997) found some 

aspects of OA programmes to be successful, but others were found to have no effect on the 

participants. Similar negative outcomes were identified by Russell (2006) who found 53% of 

participants who attended an OA programme for young offenders in Canada were charged with 
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a criminal offense within 16 months following the programme. Interestingly, Deane et al. (2017) 

have recognised that very few evaluations of PYD programmes explore how outcomes are 

different across demographic groups and those that have explored variations in outcomes using 

this approach found mixed results. For example, across 600 adolescents in the US, Scales et al. 

(2000) found thriving across all racial-ethnic groups. However, Orren and Werner (2007) found 

a deterioration in self-esteem in African American participants who took part in a wilderness 

programme targeting diverse youth. In addition, some reports suggest better outcomes in 

females than males (McKenzie, 2003), however other reports suggest there to be no gender or 

ethnic differences in outcomes (Glass & Benshoff, 2002). Together, these findings suggest that 

outcomes are variable, and the processes to achieve outcomes vary within OA programmes. It 

is therefore important to look deeper into the factors that promote positive outcomes in this 

setting to gain a better understanding of how these programmes can lead to positive outcomes. 

 

The ‘Black Box’ Problem of Outdoor Adventure Programmes 

The variability with regards to outcomes in OA programmes prompts questions 

regarding the processes that occur in OA programmes. Indeed, the ‘black box’ problem of OA 

programming describes the limited knowledge that exists in terms of understanding what occurs 

within the programme process (Norton et al., 2014). The ‘black box’ refers to studies that focus 

on outcomes while paying little attention to how effects are produced (Astbury & Leeuw, 2010). 

Norton et al. (2014) note that detailed descriptions of programmes and guiding theories are 

absent from many studies, meaning that authors are limited in the extent that they can make 

reliable propositions about programme processes when comparing between studies. When 

discussing adventure therapy Norton et al. (2014) note that “we are still not able to answer the 

question of why adventure therapy works or does not work; the answer remains in the black 

box” (p. 51). In 1998 Roth and Brooks-Gunn acknowledged that no efforts had been made to 
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understand the elements required for positive outcomes in PYD programmes. More recently, the 

authors acknowledge a lack of progress in the last 25 years, and suggest that the field is ready 

to move forward (Roth and Brooks-Gunn, 2016). It is now important to move away from basic 

questions such as do PYD programmes work? And move towards complex questions such as 

why and by what mechanisms do programmes work? (Granger, 2010). Similarly, Bettmann, 

Russell and Parry (2013) encourage future OA programme researchers to investigate how, why 

and for whom programmes are effective. 

 

Chapter Summary 

Adolescence is a time of great transition and change in an individual’s life and as a result 

of this, it also provides an opportune time to promote PYD. PYD programmes are guided by the 

strengths-based philosophy of PYD and come in a variety of forms, with the wilderness 

providing one popular setting for OA programmes. Even within this setting, a variety of 

components have been found to influence the success of programmes. OA programmes have 

been found to increase positive outcomes in a number of dimensions (Fuller et al., 2017). 

However, findings have also shown inconsistencies in outcomes with some participants 

receiving little benefit (Caulkins et al., 2006), and others experiencing negative outcomes (Orren 

& Werner, 2007; Russell, 2006). Considering the variable outcomes reported, authors in the 

PYD field have argued more needs to be done to uncover the ‘black box’ of youth programming 

in order to better understand how these programmes produce positive effects for youth (Roth 

and Brooks-Gunn, 2016).  
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Chapter Three: Engagement 

 

As discussed in the previous chapter, it is important to understand how PYD programmes 

foster positive outcomes in youth and how they can successfully support youth in their transition 

to adulthood (Greene et al., 2013). Engagement has been suggested as a key mechanism 

associated with positive outcomes in PYD programmes (Chapman et al., 2017; Deane & Harré, 

2014b; Weiss et al., 2005). Shernoff (2010) argues that engagement can help explain the link 

between participation in youth programmes and outcomes, and Pearce and Larson (2006) 

suggest that in order to advance the PYD field it is essential to develop a better understanding 

of the process of youth engagement in programme activities. In addition, Pearce and Larson 

(2011) believe that it is crucial to understand the process through which engagement develops 

to increase the likelihood that young people will receive the maximum benefits from PYD 

programmes.  

 

Chapter Overview 

Considering this, Chapter Three draws on literature regarding engagement in youth 

programmes to better understand this phenomenon. The chapter begins with a discussion of 

engagement in youth programming to demonstrate its importance. A discussion of how 

engagement is conceptualised in the current youth literature is then provided, which draws on 

the literature regarding educational engagement as well engagement in out-of-school contexts. 

The benefits of engagement are then identified, followed by a discussion of the engagement 

hierarchy, the process of engagement in youth programming and the trajectories of engagement. 

The chapter concludes with a discussion of the various ways engagement can be measured, 

including an outline of the challenges researchers face when attempting to measure engagement. 
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Engagement in Youth Programming 

Brooks-Gunn and Roth (2014) argue that there is a need to further investigate the 

elements of PYD programmes that are important to outcomes, specifically acknowledging the 

relevance of engagement. Furthermore, a number of researchers argue that engagement is crucial 

for increasing outcomes in PYD programmes (Chapman et al., 2017; Deane & Harré, 2014b; 

Weiss et al., 2005). Weiss et al. (2005) have developed a participation equation that is contingent 

on engagement: Participation = enrolment + attendance + engagement. The authors suggest that 

without engagement, participants are not truly participating and are therefore unable to gain 

from programme experiences. The Ontario Centre of Excellence for Child and Youth Mental 

Health (2012) based in Canada, conducted a large-scale review on youth engagement focusing 

on individuals aged 12 to 19 years-old. They found a consistent pattern of association between 

youth engagement and well-being, specifically linking engagement with a sense of social 

commitment, self-worth and responsibility. Overall, there appears to be an agreement in the 

field regarding the importance of engagement in youth programmes, however there is 

insufficient knowledge regarding the process that leads to engagement (Ozer & Douglas, 2015). 

Indeed, Ozer and Douglas (2015) recognise the need to understand the processes behind 

engagement in youth programmes in order to advance the PYD field.  

 

Conceptualising Engagement 

Engagement is described as a connection between a person and an activity (Appleton, 

Christenson, Kim, & Reschly, 2006). It refers to a sustained, meaningful involvement in an 

activity (Pancer, Rose‐Krasnor, & Loiselle, 2002), and it is viewed as a multifaceted concept 

that is typically described as comprising of multiple components (Archambault & Dupéré, 
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2017). Not only is engagement multifaceted, but it is malleable, with scholars arguing that an 

individual cannot simply be labelled as ‘engaged’ or ‘disengaged’ due to intra-individual 

variation in engagement (Park, Holloway, Arendtsz, Bempechat, & Li, 2012). This flexibility is 

suggested to be due to individual responses to change in the environment (Fredricks et al., 2004). 

Together, the multifaceted and malleable nature of engagement illustrates the complexity of the 

construct and creates challenges for researchers attempting to understand it. Furthermore, there 

appears to be a lack of consensus in the literature regarding the specific components that 

constitute engagement (Ciric & Jovanovic, 2016). In today’s literature, a common 

conceptualisation of engagement is the inclusion of psychological and behavioural components 

(Appleton et al., 2006; McGuire & Gamble, 2006; Ramey et al., 2015). The psychological 

component has been further conceptualised to include cognitive and affective or emotional 

components (Fredricks et al., 2004), as well as a number of other constructs such as: enjoyment, 

interest, concentration, effort and challenge (Akiva, Sugar, Smith, & Brummet, 2011; Shernoff, 

2010; Shernoff & Vandell, 2007). In general, the different conceptualisations of engagement in 

the literature appear to encompass similar notions albeit with different terminology (Haagenson 

& Schlangen, 2016). This is illustrated in following section, which provides an outline of the 

terms commonly used to conceptualise engagement throughout the literature. There is an 

emphasis on behavioural, cognitive and emotional engagement as these dominate the current 

youth engagement literature (Archambault & Dupéré, 2017). 

Behavioural engagement. 

Behavioural engagement is the most commonly cited dimension of engagement (Lawson 

& Lawson, 2013), and it is conceptualised as being separate to the multi-component concept of 

psychological engagement. Behavioural engagement refers to active participation and 

involvement in an activity with an emphasis on positive conduct (i.e., adhering to rules and 

norms; Grossman et al., 2009). Behavioural engagement encompasses the individual’s voluntary 
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participation in an activity and efforts to perform a task (Appleton et al., 2006). While all 

participants may follow rules, those who show behavioural engagement will volunteer for tasks, 

contribute to discussions and ask relevant questions (Rosário et al., 2017). Behavioural 

engagement includes the absence of disruptive behaviours, such as getting into trouble through 

breaking rules and causing disturbance during an activity (Fredricks et al., 2004). Behavioural 

engagement has been further organised into two categories: academic and social (Barghaus et 

al., 2017). Academically, behavioural engagement can be defined through behaviours such as 

persistence and attentiveness when completing a task. Whereas socially, behavioural 

engagement can be defined as behaviours such as following rules and interacting appropriately 

with adults and peers (Finn & Zimmer, 2012). As behavioural engagement focuses on 

observable behaviours, it is often used when measuring engagement, predominantly through 

observational methods (Grossman et al., 2009). 

Behavioural engagement alone is suggested to be an inadequate indicator of engagement 

as it does not take into account more internal forms of engagement such as cognitive and 

emotional components (Li & Lerner, 2013). In addition, observations of behavioural 

engagement enable researchers to identify the individual’s willingness to comply, but do not 

necessarily represent a deep commitment or an investment in the activity (Li & Lerner, 2013). 

Indeed, an individual can show outward behaviours demonstrating behavioural engagement, 

when they are, in reality, somewhat detached from the task (Axelson & Flick, 2010). Indeed, 

Pearce and Larson (2006) suggest that for youth to reap the full benefits of a PYD programme 

they must become psychologically engaged.  

Psychological engagement. 

Psychological engagement is derived from several different facets. Shernoff (2010) 

conceptualises psychological engagement as concentration, interest and enjoyment. In their 

measure of psychological engagement, Gallant, Smale and Arai (2010) include enjoyment, 
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social relations and perceptions of making a difference, and Greene et al. (2013) propose 

enjoyment, interest and challenge as indicators of psychological engagement. Ramey et al. 

(2015) conceptualise psychological engagement as cognitive, affective and relational, arguing 

that all the components are required to capture the holistic psychological experience in activities. 

In Ramey et al.’s model, cognitive engagement is described as an investment in learning, 

including a willingness to exert extra effort, self-regulation and purposefulness. Affective 

engagement is defined as positive and negative emotional reactions to an experience as well as 

perceived importance and value of the experience. Relational engagement refers to a focus 

outside of the self, to a feeling of connection with others, or to a goal beyond the self. Relational 

engagement is supported by findings from Akiva, Cortina, Eccles and Smith (2013) and Bundick 

(2011), who indicate that relatedness to others and meaningfulness are important aspects of a 

youth’s psychological engagement in activities. However, there is limited support for relational 

engagement as a separate component, with features identified to be indicators of relational 

engagement included in the commonly used conceptualisation of emotional engagement. 

Indeed, two of the most commonly cited aspects of psychological engagement are cognitive and 

emotional engagement (Archambault & Dupéré, 2017), hence these will be discussed in greater 

depth below.  

Cognitive engagement. 

Cognitive engagement is considered to be an important aspect of psychological 

engagement and is often used to conceptualise engagement in school settings (Fredricks et al., 

2004) as well as in out-of-school youth programmes (Bohnert et al., 2010; Greene et al., 2013). 

Cognitive engagement is understood to represent a deeper level of engagement than behavioural 

engagement, and is comprised of an investment in learning, self-regulation and being strategic 

(Appleton et al., 2006). To cognitively engage is to have a willingness to use energy to advance 

skills and solve problems, resulting in performing tasks strategically and in a purposeful manner 

(Connell & Wellborn, 1991). When an individual is cognitively engaged, they often feel a sense 
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of value in what they learn, encouraging them to go beyond the requirements for the task 

(Bohnert et al., 2010). They experience a quest for learning and they are focused on 

understanding the task with less concern with outcomes. As cognitive engagement is 

psychological, it involves less easily observable behaviours compared with behavioural 

engagement. Rather, it includes more internal indicators such as flexibility, effective coping 

with failure, perceived relevance of the task to future endeavours, value of learning and 

autonomy (Appleton et al., 2006). As can be seen, this description of cognitive engagement is 

similar to the cognitive dimension of psychological engagement described by Ramey et al. 

(2015). In addition, it includes a sense of focus, which is similar to concentration, as described 

in Shernoff’s (2010) conceptualisation of psychological engagement. Furthermore, having a 

willingness to advance skills to solve a problem suggests that challenge is involved, which is 

included in Greene et al.’s (2013) conceptualisation. 

Emotional engagement. 

Emotional engagement refers to an individual’s affective reactions to the environment 

(e.g., excitement or enjoyment), as well as their feeling of belonging, sense of identity and 

emotional relationships (Fredricks et al., 2004; Li & Lerner, 2013). Emotional engagement 

involves both positive and negative reactions, both of which create a connection between the 

individual and the activity (Bohnert et al., 2010), and emotions such as interest and enthusiasm 

(Bohnert et al., 2010). Emotional engagement is complex as the source of the emotional reaction 

to an activity is not always clear (Fredricks et al., 2004). For some participants, the activity alone 

will trigger an emotional reaction due to its difficulty or their own happiness in completing it. 

For other participants, an emotional reaction may be due to experiences outside the environment, 

for example with issues regarding friends or family (Fredricks et al., 2004). Consequently, 

emotional engagement appears to be a combination of Ramey et al.’s (2015) description of 

affective and relational engagement. It is affective due to the presence of positive and negative 

emotions, and relational due to developing a connection with others. Furthermore, both Shernoff 
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(2010) and Greene et al. (2013) include interest and enjoyment, and Gallant, Smale and Arai 

(2010) include enjoyment in their descriptions of engagement.  

Disengagement. 

Disengagement is an important concept in youth programming because when a young 

person disengages from an activity they are less likely to receive potential benefits from 

participating (Li & Lerner, 2011). A disengaged individual is more likely to experience negative 

outcomes or drop out of a programme altogether (Archambault, Janosz, Fallu, & Pagani, 2009; 

Lapointe & Perreault, 2013). Although some scholars promote its importance, disengagement 

has received much less interest in the research than engagement. Often, research that refers to 

disengagement fails to conceptualise exactly what the term represents, frequently referring to it 

as simply having low engagement, which is characterised by apathy, boredom, inattentiveness 

and passivity, rather than being seen as a construct of its own (Archambault et al., 2009; Weiss 

et al., 2005). In addition, disengagement has been described as the experience of boredom, a 

lack of motivation, withdrawal, not trying very hard and not paying attention during a task 

(Appleton, Christenson, & Furlong, 2008). This contrasts with the more complex view of 

engagement as discussed earlier in the chapter, where engagement is understood to be 

multifaceted, malleable and flexible. However, Pearce and Larson (2006) do acknowledge the 

importance of this construct, and suggest the need for a better understanding of the process of 

change from disengagement to engagement in youths’ experiences in programme activities 

Although limited, the current literature does suggest disengagement can be 

conceptualised in a similar way to engagement, such that it has emotional, behavioural and 

cognitive dimensions (Kahn, 1990). Emotional disengagement is characterised by emotions that 

are ineffective and maladaptive (Shedler, Mayman, & Manis, 1993). Participants who 

emotionally disengage may also turn their attention away from emotional-eliciting events in an 

attempt to inhibit emotions (Rice, Levine, & Pizarro, 2007). When conceptualising behavioural 
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disengagement in a school setting, Ogbu (2003) identified behaviours such as low effort, an 

inability to focus on a task and low academic performance. Indeed, behavioural disengagement 

has been found to be an important indicator of dropping out of a programme or school 

(Archambault et al., 2009). In addition, interference with other people’s work and the presence 

of a low level of compliance and misbehaviour have been identified as signs of behavioural 

disengagement (Archambault et al., 2009). To date, there appears to be a lack of research on 

disengagement at a cognitive level. One study described cognitive disengagement through the 

reappraisal of the importance of a task or creating a distraction (Rice et al., 2007).  

Differentiating engagement and motivation. 

The concept of motivation is often referred to in discussions regarding engagement, 

therefore it is important to identify the difference between these two concepts. Indeed, in a report 

titled ‘Engaging Schools’ (National Research Council, 2004), the terms motivation and 

engagement are used interchangeably. However, as Ciric and Jovanovic (2016) argue, regardless 

of the inclusion of some similar elements, there are distinct differences between the two 

concepts. Motivation refers to the direction, intensity and quality of an individual’s energy in a 

task (Maehr & Meyer, 1997), and is believed to have links to underlying psychological processes 

involving autonomy, belonging and competence (Goodenow & Grady, 1993; Grolnick & Ryan, 

1987). In contrast, engagement refers to an individuals’ active involvement and their connection 

to an activity (Russell, Ainley & Frydenberg, 2005). An individual can be motivated to complete 

a task but not actively engage in that task (Fredricks et al., 2010). Therefore, it is likely that 

there needs to be a motivating factor to become engaged, but to feel motivated is not sufficient 

and does not necessarily lead to engagement.  

Differentiating engagement and attendance. 

Engagement is also understood to have a close connection with attendance, but like 

motivation, there are substantial differences between these concepts. Attendance is the act of 
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being physically present during an activity (Fiester, 2004). Measures of attendance can be used 

as a metric to describe the amount of time an individual spends in an activity (Fiester, 2004), 

and it can be measured in a variety of ways including daily, weekly or measuring how frequently 

an individual attends a specific activity (Simpkins, Little, Weiss, & Simpkins-Chaput, 2004). 

On the other hand, engagement is characterised not only by behavioural characteristics such as 

attendance, but also by psychological processes such as an emotional connection to the activity 

(Fredricks et al., 2004). In contrast to engagement, high attendance does not necessarily yield 

beneficial outcomes from an activity (Simpkins et al., 2004). In support of this, Cross et al. 

(2010) found youth experience, which included positive relationships, adult network and social 

capital, was not highly related to attendance, which was measured from attendance records in 

an after-school programme. Furthermore, McGuire and Gamble (2006) reported that 

psychological engagement, rather than the attendance was significantly associated with feelings 

of belonging and social responsibility. 

Benefits of Engagement 

A number of meta-analytic reviews demonstrate a relationship between youth outcomes 

and engagement (Knorth, Harder, Zandberg, & Kendrick, 2008; Shirk & Karver, 2003). 

Engagement is thought to enhance the outcomes that the programme is specifically designed to 

promote (Lynch et al., 2016), with research supporting the influence of engagement on a number 

of youth outcomes such as: academic achievement (Shernoff, 2010), expectancy of success 

(Eccles, Wigfield, & Schiefele, 1998), self-efficacy (Bandura, 1997), moral and performance 

character (Lynch et al., 2016), social competence (Shernoff, 2010) and pleasure in learning 

(Vandell et al., 2005; Walker & Arbreton, 2004). Lynch et al. (2016) examined links between 

breadth, intensity, duration and engagement and programme outcomes arising from 

participation in the Boy Scouts of America programme. The authors used an 8-item 5-point 

Likert scale to measure engagement as one construct, and found engagement to be the strongest 
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predictor of increases in positive character attributes over intensity and duration. Shernoff 

(2010) used a total of eight schools in the US to examine the role of programme quality 

(participants vs. non-participants and attendance) on the relationships between after-school 

programmes and positive social and academic outcomes. This research used a self-report Likert 

scale questionnaire to measure engagement. The engagement variable was comprised of 

questions addressing concentration, interest and enjoyment, and grouped these together to form 

the engagement variable. The results showed engagement partially mediated the relationships 

between programme participation and social competence outcomes after controlling for 

mothers’ education and participants’ demographic factors. 

In a longitudinal study of after-school programmes and academic performance, 

Mahoney, Lord and Carryl (2005) found participants who were rated as highly engaged showed 

better outcomes compared to those who were less engaged, even after controlling for other 

potential influences such as grade, gender, school day, classroom membership and family 

poverty status. The authors concluded that participants who are more engaged in an activity are 

able to learn more, have a deeper experience and therefore benefit more from the activity. 

Engagement in this research comprised of one score, which was measured using scale items in 

a questionnaire that assessed the youth’s enjoyment, effort and interest in the programme 

activities. Smith et al. (2008) also conducted a longitudinal study with a focus on engagement 

and outcomes in a youth residential treatment centre. The youth attended the treatment 

programme for abuse, neglect and a variety of conduct disorders and they were understood to 

be reluctant to participate. The authors found partial and modest support for the importance of 

early engagement in the treatment programme for the development of positive outcomes. 

Results showed youth who were more engaged at the start of the programme had more positive 

outcomes prior to discharge than those who were less engaged. They also found youth who were 

less engaged at the start showed the greatest positive change during the treatment. This 

demonstrates that engagement can occur at any point on a programme and have a positive impact 
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on participants. Although engagement in this research included attitudinal, relational and 

behavioural engagement, the authors combined these dimensions during analysis to form one 

composite measure of engagement. 

As can be seen, engagement is often referred to as a whole construct combining different 

aspects rather distinguishing between its separate components. However, some scholars have 

differentiated the types of engagement and have linked these to the benefits each can have in 

terms of outcomes. Rosário et al. (2017) explored behavioural engagement in schools and found 

it to be associated with academic performance and long term academic achievement. Miller, 

Greene, Montalvo, Ravindran and Nichols (1996) focused on cognitive engagement and found 

that the cognitive aspects of self-regulation, persistence and effort contributed significantly to 

the variation in school achievement. In a follow up study including the cognitive features of 

self-regulation, deep strategy, effort and persistence, persistence was the only feature to 

significantly influence achievement, with effort being close to significant. In another study 

based in a school setting, Van Ryzin, Gravely and Roseth (2009) focused only on aspects of 

behavioural and emotional engagement and found youth who were engaged were more likely to 

experience greater psychological adjustment than those who were less engaged. As illustrated, 

a greater understanding of engagement can be reached by looking at the separate dimensions of 

the construct. 

 

The Engagement Hierarchy 

By acknowledging the different components that constitute engagement, researchers can 

begin to understand how these components interact. Currently, the importance of the interaction 

of the components is unclear, with scholars such as Guthrie and Wingfield (2000) suggesting 

that all three components (cognitive, emotional and behavioural) need to be present when the 

term engagement is used. Similarly, Rose-Krasnor (2009) acknowledges that although it is 
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possible to engage in an activity on separate levels, for youth to reach a high level of engagement 

the activity must engage them on all levels. On the other hand, scholars such as Klem and 

Connell (2004) acknowledge less of an importance with the specific components, suggesting 

that regardless of the components, engagement is positively associated with emotional, social 

and academic outcomes.  

There is limited research regarding how the dimensions of engagement influence each 

other, their interactive effects and how these influence youth development outcomes (Li & 

Lerner, 2013). Of the research that has explored these relationships, interesting findings have 

come to light. As much of this research is based in school settings, engagement is defined as 

cognitive, emotional and behavioural (Fredricks et al., 2004). Reschly and Christenson (2006) 

propose a hierarchy of engagement that involves affective (i.e., emotional) and cognitive 

changes (greater belonging, better relationships with teachers and peers) preceding observable 

behavioural changes. On the other hand, Skinner (2008) found a bi-directional relationship 

between behavioural and emotional features of school engagement, however the magnitude of 

the effect which emotional engagement had on behavioural engagement was significantly 

greater than the reverse. Similarly, Li and Lerner (2013), who collected data from 1,029 

adolescents from the 4-H study of PYD, found support that behavioural engagement leads to 

both emotional and cognitive engagement. This suggests that by exerting effort in an activity, 

participants can develop emotions towards the activity and begin to invest more energy into it 

(e.g., through being strategic). The authors also found a reciprocal relationship between 

cognitive and emotional engagement, although this was not consistent during the time intervals. 

The results illustrated that cognitive engagement in individuals who were in Grade 9 led to 

emotional engagement in Grade 10, which then led to cognitive engagement in Grade 11. 

However, Grade 9 cognitive engagement did not predict Grade 10 emotional engagement. 

Furthermore, cognitive engagement was not found to influence behavioural engagement 

between any of the time intervals. This illustrates a complex relationship between emotional and 
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cognitive engagement. Together, the results suggest both behavioural and emotional 

engagement can lead to the development of other forms of engagement, but this is not the case 

for cognitive engagement. 

Taking cognitive engagement into consideration, Fredrickson and Joiner (2002) suggest 

the influence emotional engagement has on behavioural and cognitive engagement may be due 

to positive feelings encouraging the individual to approach or continue the task. Indeed, Li and 

Lerner (2013) suggest that positive emotions in an activity can encourage strategic thinking, 

suggesting positive emotions may influence how the individual is thinking. This is supported by 

Fredricks and Joiner (2002) who suggest positive emotions encourage the broadening of 

cognitive processes. The authors go beyond this to suggest that the starting point for engagement 

is through positive emotions, and that these then facilitate behavioural actions and deeper 

cognitive investments. The reciprocal relationship between cognitive and emotional 

engagement is supported by Pearce and Larson (2006) who acknowledge that a deeper level of 

engagement (i.e., cognitive engagement) is experienced when an individual feels a connection 

to the task (i.e., emotional engagement), and that enjoyment (i.e., emotional engagement) can 

further encourage this.  

The finding that behavioural engagement influences emotional and cognitive 

engagement is supported by a recent study exploring the association between perfectionism and 

school engagement in 486 students by Damian, Stoeber, Negru-Subtirica and Băban (2017). The 

authors of this research found that behavioural engagement predicted relative increases in 

cognitive engagement. This relationship is further supported by Bohnert et al. (2010), who 

suggest that increased intensity, breadth and duration (i.e., aspects of behavioural engagement), 

lead to increased engagement. In addition, the uni-directional pathway from behavioural 

engagement to cognitive engagement, suggests that through increased adherence to rules and 

following instructions, adolescents are more likely to engage in a cognitive manner (Damian et 
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al., 2017). It appears that both emotional and behavioural engagement influence the 

development of cognitive engagement, suggesting there may be a developmental cycle between 

behaviour and emotions whereby they build upon each other (Li & Lerner, 2013). Together, the 

research exploring the hierarchy of engagement illustrates a complex process in which the three 

dimensions of engagement interact in a continual mutually reinforcing way, thus suggesting the 

process of engagement to be open-ended (Li & Lerner, 2013). 

 

The Process of Engagement in Youth Programming 

A number of authors have developed theories that touch on the process of engagement, 

with three popular theories being, the Theory of Motivational Change (TMC; Pearce & Larson, 

2006), Self-Determination Theory (SDT; Ryan & Deci, 2000), and the Development of 

Initiative (DOI; Larson, Hansen & Walker, 2005). In addition, scholars have conducted research 

studies aimed at exploring the process of engagement, each identifying a number of interesting 

findings regarding the process (Greene et al., 2013; Fredricks et al., 2010). The identified 

theories and two of the most relevant research studies regarding engagement will be discussed. 

The TMC was developed by Pearce and Larson (2006), and although this theory focuses 

on motivation, it is relevant to engagement as the goal of the process of motivational change is 

to become engaged. The TMC specifically refers to the development of engagement in 

individuals who initially join programmes for extrinsic reasons (e.g., better grades, family 

pressure), rather than intrinsic reasons (e.g., feelings of enjoyment, interest). The authors 

identified three stages of engagement in the service and civic activism programme used in their 

research, which they suggest can be applied to other youth programmes. First, the entry phase, 

which sees the individual join a programme for extrinsic reasons (e.g., to spend time with 

friends). Second, the individual develops a personal connection with the programme, 

consequently changing their motivation to participate. This occurs at different paces for different 
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individuals. The feeling of connection acts as a catalyst to reach the third stage, which is labelled 

as intrinsic motivation in programme work. This stage sees the individual experience a shift 

from passive participation to active engagement and is characterised by a higher amount of effort 

invested in tasks. The higher effort experienced at this stage illustrates cognitive engagement. 

During this phase, the programme is seen as rewarding, which in turn helps to maintain 

engagement. Experiencing feelings of enjoyment can also support engagement in programmes, 

thus illustrating the importance of emotional engagement. Enjoyment often arises if the 

individual experiences autonomy, challenge, a continued connection to others, and gains in 

knowledge resulting in feeling a sense of competence (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Hidi, 2008). An 

important aspect of this theory is that the individual does not need to be motivated from the start 

of the programme to later become engaged and reap the benefits. 

The TMC touches on aspects of Ryan and Deci’s (2000) SDT, particularly regarding the 

importance of autonomy. The SDT focuses on three processes suggested to be essential for 

facilitating optimal human functioning which is necessary for human growth (Ryan & Deci, 

2000): autonomy, competence and relatedness. Autonomy refers to “the processes though which 

action and experience are initiated and governed by the self” (Ryan, Kuhl, & Deci, 1997, p. 

702). When autonomy is perceived as high, the individual believes they have greater power over 

their actions and have freedom from excessive control. When autonomy is experienced as low, 

individuals can see their actions as responses to external forces (Ryan et al., 1997). Autonomy 

can be achieved by having opportunities for self-direction and decision-making, and through 

others acknowledging an individual’s feelings (Ryan & Deci, 2000). In this sense, experiencing 

autonomy provides the opportunity for participant engagement to develop from behavioural 

(i.e., adhering to the rules) to cognitive (i.e., strategic thinking), as participants are given the 

opportunity to become involved in the task. The second identified component, competence, 

refers to the act of mastery over a significant challenge (Ryan et al., 1997). A feeling of 

competence develops when an individual believes they have the power to bring about a desired 
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effect, outcomes or achieve goals (Reis, Sheldon, Gable, Roscoe, & Ryan, 2000). Feelings such 

as these develop when an individual believes they are effective, able to learn quickly, capable 

of mastering new tasks and able to do well in most activities (Sheldon, Ryan, & Reis, 1996). As 

these aspects are related to cognitive engagement (e.g., mastering new tasks suggests the 

participant has invested in learning), it is likely that participants experiencing competence have 

become cognitively engaged. Furthermore, experiencing success over a challenge is likely to 

promote positive emotions regarding the activity, thus encouraging emotional engagement. The 

third component, relatedness, refers to feelings of connection between the self and significant 

others (Reis et al., 2000). This component acknowledges the desire to feel a sense of belonging 

(Baumeister & Leary, 1995). A sense of relatedness can be developed in a number of ways. For 

example, by discussing a personally relevant matter, taking part in shared activities, and 

avoiding arguments and conflict with significant others (Reis et al., 2000). Therefore, 

experiencing relatedness appears to signal emotional engagement.  

Larson et al. (2005) developed the Theory of Initiative (TOI) after finding that youth 

consistently reported higher motivation and engaged attention when participating in youth 

programmes compared to other activities (i.e., classrooms and spending time with friends). To 

develop the TOI, Larson et al. used a case study of a successful programme and conducted 

observations of the activities on 13 occasions over four months, as well as biweekly interviews 

with 11 youth participants, and biweekly interviews with the programme staff. The findings 

indicate that challenge appeared to be an important factor influencing the participants’ learning, 

as the participants learnt that achieving success in a task requires effort and discipline. Learning 

experiences were also found to be related to peers, particularly regarding the interpersonal 

challenges faced when working in groups (e.g., accepting other viewpoints and recognising 

individual differences). As a result of these learning experiences, the participants developed new 

ways of thinking outside of the present moment and outside the realms of their own perspective. 

Furthermore, working in a team appeared to advance the participants thinking from an 
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egocentric perspective, where their own views were in the centre, to a more sociocentric 

perspective that understands the subjective reality of others. These concepts are related to 

cognitive engagement, thus suggesting the importance of challenge and working in a team to 

reach this level of engagement. The TOI also acknowledges the role of the programme staff in 

the facilitation of the development of initiative. Providing youth with a sense of responsibility 

and ownership (i.e., autonomy) appeared to encourage the development of initiative, however 

the authors stress the importance of adjusting techniques to the capabilities of the youth to 

achieve this. 

In addition to the three key theories related to engagement, scholars have also sought to 

explain the process of engagement in research studies (Green et al., 2013; Fredricks et al., 2010). 

Greene et al. (2013) attempted to explore how different programme factors related to youth 

engagement using a sample of 435 youth from 30 out-of-school youth programmes in the US. 

They found perceptions of staff quality were positively correlated with youth engagement 

specifically if staff exhibited caring and competence. These positive characteristics created a 

safe environment that allowed youth to make mistakes and learn from them, which the authors 

describe as a critical ingredient in out-of-school programmes. Learning new skills as part of the 

programme content was also found to be highly correlated with youth engagement over and 

above the influence of staff quality. It appeared that the more the youth felt they were learning, 

the more engaged they became. This supports similar findings by several authors in out-of-

school programmes (Pearce & Larson, 2011; Perkins & Borden, 2006). Interestingly, this 

research found that the variation in engagement across youth within the same programme was 

greater than the variation between the programmes, thus highlighting the importance of within 

as well as between programme variance in engagement. The within group variability is 

suggested to be due to the subjectivity of engagement, and the different experiences each 

individual has within the same activity. Individuals will vary in what they find interesting, 
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boring or exciting, as well as which staff members they will enjoy interacting with (Greene et 

al., 2013). 

In an attempt to understand why youth choose to attend a programme, and how 

programmes support youths’ relatedness, competence and autonomy (i.e., aspects of the SDT), 

Fredricks et al. (2010) conducted semi-structured interviews with 54 youth who attended the 

community-based Boys and Girls Clubs of America (BGCA) PYD programme. BGCA is one 

of the oldest PYD organisations with over 4,300 clubs throughout the US. The BGCA follows 

PYD principles by aiming to develop character and leadership, education and career 

development and health and life skills, through the arts and sports. The authors of this research 

found that the most commonly reported motive to attend the club was that participants found it 

to be fun, thus suggesting the importance of emotional engagement in participation. The 

participants identified that their experience of fun was due to the activities, playing outside, 

playing with friends, opportunities for choice and the relaxed atmosphere. The participants also 

mentioned (in order of popularity): social factors, having an opportunity to do homework, 

supportive staff, feeling safe and decision-making as reasons why they attended the club. One 

key finding from their research was the variation in participant experiences in their relationship 

with adults and peers and the activities in the programme. As these were factors found to 

influence engagement, the variation in experiences suggests the importance of looking at how 

youth are affected in different ways by factors within a programme. 

 

Trajectories of Engagement 

To achieve a deep understanding of engagement, it is also important to understand 

patterns in youth engagement. Although limited, there are a number of scholars who have 

attempted to identify the trajectories of youth engagement. Janosz et al. (2008) found seven 

different engagement trajectories of school engagement in students aged 12 to 16 years-old. The 
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findings illustrated that 95% of the participants displayed one of three trajectories of 

engagement, which were differentiated by their level of engagement. More than half of the 95% 

were placed in the normative trajectory group. These participants showed generally high stable 

levels of engagement, with only a slight decrease over time. The stable moderate group was the 

second largest group, with participants displaying similar patterns to the normative group but 

with generally lower levels of engagement.  The third largest group was the stable high group, 

in which participants also followed a similar engagement pattern to the normative group, but 

this group includes the participants with the highest levels of engagement. The remaining 5% of 

the participants created four trajectory groups, which were distinguished by different shapes and 

initial levels of engagement. These were: transitory increasing, transitory decreasing, decreasing 

and increasing. The key findings from this research are the identification of a normative 

trajectory, which contained the majority of the participants with high levels of engagement, and 

the identification of six other groups, two that displayed continuous levels of engagement (i.e., 

moderate or high), and four that display a number of changes over time. Together this suggests 

that although there appeared to be one common engagement trajectory, variation also existed. 

In the authors’ conclusion, they highlight the importance of personal and peer characteristics in 

the development of engagement trajectories.  

Also investigating the trajectories of engagement in a school setting, Wylie and Hodgen 

(2012) found nine different trajectories for student school engagement in New Zealand in 

relation to competence levels from age 10 to 16 years-old. The authors regrouped these nine 

groups into five to provide meaningful larger groups that could be used alongside other data. 

The six trajectory groups identified were: always high, variable or increasing, moderately high 

on average, moderate low or decreasing and always low. Common to all these trajectory groups 

is the general decrease in engagement, although this occurred at different rates and began with 

different levels of engagement for each group. The authors found that only three of the original 

nine trajectories remained stable over the six-year period, providing support for Janosz et al.’s 
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(2008) understanding that a large proportion of engagement trajectories are not stable. 

Furthermore, the authors illustrate the importance of identifying trajectories of engagement 

through the finding that longitudinal patterns of student engagement were related to academic 

performance. 

Looking at behavioural and emotional engagement as separate variables, Li and Lerner 

(2011) found four different trajectories for each type of engagement in schools. Their sample 

included 1,977 adolescents from Grade 5 to Grade 8. In terms of behavioural engagement, four 

trajectories of engagement were identified and are described with the percentage of participants 

included in brackets: (a) moderate stable group (62.2%), which had a moderate, stable pattern 

of behavioural engagement; (b) high stable group (18.4%), which illustrated a similar pattern to 

the moderate stable group, but it included participants with the highest levels of behavioural 

engagement; (c) transitory decreasing group (15.1%), which included participants who started 

with low levels of engagement, followed by an initial downward trend which increased slightly 

in Grade 7, but then decreased again in Grade 8; (d) decreasing group (4.4%) which saw 

participants initially start with high engagement which significantly declined from Grade 6 to 8. 

In terms of emotional engagement, four trajectories were identified: (a) high with decrease group 

(47.9%), who reported generally high levels of engagement which slightly decreased over time; 

(b) moderate group (41.1%), who appeared to have a similar pattern to the high with decrease 

group but with moderate levels of emotional engagement; (c) highest group (5.7%), which 

showed the highest level of engagement with a slight decrease overtime; (d) decreasing group 

(5.3%), who started with moderate levels and continued with significant decrements to the 

lowest level of emotional engagement. Overall, the emotional engagement trajectories all 

followed downward trends, compared to the behavioural engagement trajectories which 

demonstrated a variety of trends. This suggests emotional engagement may be more vulnerable 

to negative change than behavioural engagement. A key finding from this research is that 

although a large proportion of the participants appeared to have stable trajectories of 
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engagement, there were a number of participants who reported unstable trajectories that 

involved significant decreases or nonlinear changes. Furthermore, the authors found participants 

in the highest trajectory group for both types of engagement were the best performers 

academically and had the lowest rates of depression, delinquency and substance abuse. 

Conversely, those who were in the decreasing group of emotional engagement or the transitory 

decreasing group for behavioural engagement reported the highest rates of delinquency, 

substance abuse and depression, and had the lowest grades. This illustrates the importance of 

identifying the key factors related to trajectories of engagement.  

In the most recent study to date, Archambault and Dupéré (2017) provide an analysis of 

change in student engagement over ages 12 to 16 years-old. In contrast to Li and Lerner (2011), 

Archambault and Dupéré included all three components of engagement (behavioural, cognitive 

and emotional) in their research and identified five trajectories of engagement. The dominant 

group, representing 71.1% of the participants was the stable high trajectory group. Participants 

in this group are characterised by stable and high levels of all three components of engagement, 

with behavioural engagement remaining slightly higher than emotional and cognitive 

engagement over time. The second largest group, containing 16.1% of the participants was 

identified as the stable moderate group. Similarly to the stable high group, the stable moderate 

group illustrates relatively stable engagement, with behavioural engagement as the highest level 

and emotional engagement showing the lowest intensity. The third group, the transitory 

declining group, includes 5.3% of the sample. The participants in this group reported high levels 

of behavioural and cognitive engagement in Grade 3, which decreased rapidly in Grade 4, and 

stabilised and increased to their initial levels by Grade 6. Emotional engagement showed a 

similar pattern, however it was less prominent. The fourth group showed the inverse pattern 

from the transitory declining group, thus they were labelled as the transitory inclining group and 

included 4.7% of the sample. Participants in this group presented low levels of engagement for 

all components in Grade 3, which then increased in Grade 4 and Grade 5, and then decreased in 
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Grade 6. Interestingly, the participants in this group were the only participants who appeared to 

have lower behavioural engagement than emotional and cognitive engagement. The final group 

represents 2.8% of the sample and is labelled as constantly declining. Participants in this group 

began with a high level of engagement for all components, however this drops over time and by 

Grade 6 they present the lowest levels on all dimensions.  

The findings from these studies each identify one dominant trajectory group that appears 

stable and relatively high. Of the participants not included in this dominant group, there appears 

to be a great variety in engagement trajectories, some of which appear inherently negative and 

unstable. Archambault and Dupéré (2017) suggest this may be due to participants’ 

characteristics, acknowledging that those who follow irregular patterns are sensitive to the 

environment. This illustrates the importance of understanding which factors in the environment 

can trigger such changes in engagement. Furthermore, by looking at the separate components of 

engagement, the instability and inherent lower levels of emotional engagement are illustrated. 

This suggests more research is needed to understand the potential reasons behind the 

vulnerability of emotional engagement. To achieve this, a reliable measurement of engagement 

that can capture the multi-dimensional nature of the construct is required.  

 

Measuring Youth Engagement 

Engagement can be measured at both an individual and group level with much of the 

focus in the youth literature at the individual level (Mahoney, Parente, & Lord, 2007). At an 

individual level, engagement can be defined as an individual’s behaviour and affect during an 

activity over time. On the other hand, group engagement involves the entire group, taking into 

account the overall behaviour and affect that all participants display during the experience 

(Mahoney et al., 2005). Fredricks et al. (2014) conducted a comprehensive search of measures 

used to assess youth engagement in after-school settings. The authors found survey methods, 
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experience sampling methods and observational measures to be the most frequently used. These 

will be discussed in detail in the following section. 

Survey methods. 

Survey methods can involve both youth and programme staff and can be designed to 

capture all components of engagement measured through individual reactions to a programme. 

Fredricks et al. (2014) conducted a review of these measures and found items designed to 

capture enjoyment, challenge, concentration, and perceptions of value using items with Likert 

scale response options to be effective. Together, these can create a multifaceted measure of 

engagement by combining all aspects identified as important indicators of engagement in the 

literature. The majority of the survey methods identified in Fredricks et al.’s review were self-

report methods, with one study including a staff survey. This survey included similar items to 

the participants’ survey with the addition of interest in academic and non-academic activities. 

Mahoney et al. (2005) used a staff survey method to assess youth engagement and included 

items such as youth’s level of interest, effort and enjoyment of the activity. The benefits of these 

methods lie in their cost effectiveness and ease of administration to large numbers of people. 

Survey methods are effective at capturing individual engagement and group engagement. 

However, there are issues regarding the potential for social desirability to affect how students 

and staff complete the surveys (Fredricks et al., 2004). There are also issues with scale items 

due to the lack of a clear definition of engagement in the literature. Jimerson, Campos and Greif 

(2003) found the same scale items were used to represent different subtypes of engagement 

across studies. Jimerson et al. also found no surveys that measured all three dimensions of 

engagement (i.e., behavioural, cognitive and emotional).  

Experience sampling methods. 

Experience sampling methods use intermittent sampling by signalling participants at 

various points during a day or week to report on a variety of dimensions of engagement, such 
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as their intrinsic motivation, emotional state, concentration and effort (Csikszentmihalyi & 

Larson, 1987). This method suits cognitive and emotional engagement as they require the 

perspective of the individual. These methods are valuable for collecting data in real time and 

have been demonstrated to have strong validity and reliability (Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 

1987; Fredricks et al., 2014). Furthermore, they are effective for collecting individual level data 

(Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1987). Larson et al. (2005) used this method in his development 

of the TOI, as discussed earlier. Shernoff et al. (2016) utilised this method to obtain a time and 

context measurement of subjective experience in the moment. This research required youth to 

complete a 5-minute questionnaire every 25 minutes to ascertain levels of engagement in a 

classroom. Unfortunately, these sampling methods do require a great time investment for 

participants in terms of data collection and potential training of the tools used. The major 

limitation of these methods is the reliance on participants’ self-reports, potentially causing 

inaccurate or distorted data to be collected (Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1987). 

Observational methods. 

Researchers who use observational methods typically focus on behavioural aspects of 

engagement as well as the specific strategies used by the facilitators to promote engagement 

(Grossman et al., 2009). One advantage of this method is the opportunity to observe whether all 

participants on a programme are exposed to all aspects of the programme’s features, which is 

important as access to different features will affect youth outcomes (Grossman et al., 2009). 

Observations include examinations of youth behaviours and positive interactions between 

youth, adults and the setting during the activity. Observational methods are, however, seen as 

taxing for both the programme and the observer. This is due to being labour and time intensive 

and have been criticised for their ability to only provide a snapshot of engagement (Fredricks et 

al., 2004). This method is suggested to be most effective for evaluations that focus specifically 
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on engagement and its relation to staff practices (Grossman et al., 2009). Observational methods 

are discussed in greater detail in Chapter Four. 

Challenges faced when measuring engagement. 

Bohnert et al., (2010) has identified several challenges researchers’ face when measuring 

engagement in youth programmes. First, most of the measurements appear to be restricted to 

include one to two domains of engagement. This limits the understanding of the construct by 

excluding certain domains (e.g., behavioural, emotional and cognitive). This is important as the 

domains of engagement have been identified as having vast differences in terms of process. 

Second, engagement is not static, it is context specific and continually evolving. This limits 

many of the methods discussed as they measure engagement at a single time point (Fredricks et 

al., 2004; Park et al., 2012). In agreement, Quinn-Patton (2015) acknowledges how processes 

(e.g., engagement) vary from person to person and it is the role of the researcher to capture these 

differences. Third, the constant evolution of engagement produces a methodological challenge 

as a large number of factors can influence engagement for each individual. This is due to 

engagement relying on interactions between the individual and the setting (Finn & Rock, 1997). 

Finally, there is a great challenge concerning how to capture the dynamic and interactive nature 

of engagement as it progresses over time (Rose‐Krasnor, 2009). Bohnert et al. (2010) argue that 

the dynamic nature of engagement is best captured through qualitative techniques which are 

able to provide insights into the relationship between engagement, participation and duration. 

Despite this, very few studies use qualitative methods to examine engagement within the context 

of PYD programmes. 

 

Chapter Summary 

Engagement has been suggested to be an important factor influencing outcomes in youth 

programmes (Chapman et al., 2017). Specifically, engagement is suggested to improve 
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programme outcomes such as academic achievement, self-efficacy, moral and performance 

character and social competence (Bandura, 1997; Lynch et al., 2016; Shernoff, 2010). 

Researchers appear to struggle to reach agreement regarding the conceptualisation of 

engagement due to its elusive and complex nature (Appleton et al., 2006). Although researchers 

use different terminology, there does appear to be some agreement regarding the basic notions 

of engagement (Haagenson & Schlangen, 2016), with the most common conceptualisation used 

in youth literature including cognitive, behavioural and emotional dimensions of engagement 

(Fredricks et al., 2004; Li & Lerner, 2011). Indeed, a number of researchers have attempted to 

untangle the hierarchy and patterns of engagement among these three concepts (Skinner, 2008; 

Li & Lerner, 2013). The research conducted in this area highlights the importance of initial 

behavioural and emotional engagement, which encourage the subsequent development of 

cognitive engagement. Although there is a vast amount of research regarding youth engagement 

in general, researchers face several challenges when attempting to measure this construct 

(Bohnert et al., 2010), suggesting there is a gap in the literature regarding a method that can 

capture an in-depth view of engagement at both a group and individual level. 
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Chapter Four: Methodology 

 

In 2000, Larson acknowledged the need for qualitative methods in PYD research to gain 

a deeper understanding of structured youth activities. He stated that although both quantitative 

and qualitative methods can be used to follow individuals over a period of time, qualitative 

methods can provide a richer description of the change process over time. More recently, Larson 

and Tran (2014) again reiterated the call for qualitative PYD research, this time noting the value 

of in-depth qualitative research that specifically explores the processes contributing to 

differences in outcomes of organised youth activities. Fast-forward to the state of research today 

and there are still very few studies that utilise in-depth qualitative methods to explore complex 

PYD processes. In a recent article, Futch Ehrlich (2016) expands on the need for qualitative 

methodologies to be used in PYD research to deepen and revitalise the field. Lerner and Tolan 

(2016) agree that qualitative inquiry is critical for the development and strengthening of PYD, 

specifically in relation to understanding issues of process. As noted in the previous chapter, 

engagement has been noted as one of the key processes that requires a deeper understanding and 

this can be achieved through qualitative research.  

 

Chapter Overview 

Considering the call for qualitative research in the PYD field, the chapter will provide a 

review of the PYD literature regarding the qualitative methods currently used, with a focus on 

observational approaches and principles of ethnography. Following suggestions made by 

researchers in the PYD field, the next section introduces and explores a methodology rarely used 

in this setting. Utilising principles of ethnography and participant observation, Immersive 

Participant Observation (IPO) has been used as a methodology to capture the complexity 
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involved in the process of engagement. A detailed justification regarding the use of IPO for the 

purpose of exploring engagement in an OA setting is provided in this section. Following this, 

the researcher’s epistemological position is outlined, which leads to a detailed description of the 

two sites used as the two cases of Project K in the current research, as well as a description of 

the sample and the procedure of data collection. The final section of the chapter is devoted to 

providing a thorough account of the process of analysis, including an evaluation of the quality 

of the research methods used. 

Before providing a detailed account of the methodology, it is important to outline the 

programme that provides a context for this investigation. Therefore, the opening section to the 

chapter offers a thorough description of Project K with an emphasis on the WA component as 

this is an OA component and is the focus of the current research.  

 

Project K 

As stated in Chapter One, Project K was designed and is implemented by the Graeme 

Dingle Foundation. The Graeme Dingle Foundation was initially developed by Sir Graeme 

Dingle, a New Zealand Mountaineer, and his wife Jo-Anne Wilkinson in 1994 when they 

learned New Zealand had some of the worst youth statistics regarding well-being and health. 

The Graeme Dingle Foundation was developed with the aim of maximising young people’s 

potential by confidence building, teaching life skills, promoting good health and encouraging a 

positive attitude. The Graeme Dingle Foundation provides a suite of programmes that aim to 

achieve these goals with a variety of different aged youth and in a wide range of ways. One of 

these programmes is Project K, which was specifically developed to fill a gap in services for 

young people who are at risk of developing negative attitudes and behaviours (Dingle, 2005). 

Project K involves 12 participants who are recruited from the same school, as discussed in 

Chapter One. The participants complete three programme phases: the Wilderness Adventure 
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(WA), Community Challenge (CC) and a Mentoring scheme. First, an outline of the governance 

and implementation of Project K is provided, which is followed by a detailed account of the WA 

component. 

Project K’s governance and implementation. 

The Graeme Dingle Foundation currently licenses Community Partners in five regions 

around New Zealand to deliver Project K to hundreds of students each year. Because the 

programme is community-driven, the activities within each component can vary as they are 

adapted to suit the local environment. There is a standardised core structure for Project K 

provided to all Community Partners by the Graeme Dingle Foundation and any variations to 

programme delivery must align with the requisite structure or receive prior approval from the 

Graeme Dingle Foundation. Quality control is ensured by the Graeme Dingle Foundation by 

providing standardised policies and practices as well as consistent monitoring of each 

programme site’s procedures. As part of the programme operations, Programme Coordinators 

are employed by each Community Partner to oversee the delivery of Project K. They recruit 

students, host information evenings for students and their families and keep in regular contact 

with the students’ families while the students participate in the programme. The Community 

Partner may contract external Programme Providers who facilitate certain components of 

Project K. The Programme Providers employ a number of facilitators who implement the WA 

and the CC. 

The wilderness adventure. 

The WA is an OA residential experience that lasts between 19 to 21 days and focuses on 

experiential learning with activities designed to increase self-knowledge and confidence, self-

reliance, health and fitness; enhance ability to work in a team, self-efficacy, and develop skills 

such as goal setting, communication, cooking and outdoor skills such as bush craft, kayaking 
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and camping. The WA is used as a training medium to break down barriers and open the students 

up to their real potential. 

Description of the wilderness adventure. 

Prior to leaving for the WA the participants complete a 2 to 3-day induction that aims to 

introduce the skills and activities included in the WA. The first part of the WA is spent at a 

residential training camp, where the participants learn the skills needed for the 10-day expedition 

which takes place in the second part of the WA. During the expedition phase of the WA the 

primary mode of travel is based on the participants own steam through physical activities such 

as tramping (hiking), kayaking and mountain biking, with vehicles only used when necessary. 

The content and activities in the WA are mainly outdoor based with a reflective learning 

component. The participants are given a logbook which must be completed at the end of every 

day and is used for reflective activities throughout the WA. Reflection is also promoted through 

group debriefs and individual solos, which are designed to allow internal processing of 

individual development and encourage the development of the group. One of the key 

characteristics of the WA is to have two participants selected as leaders for each day. The leaders 

of the day have a higher level of responsibility in comparison to the rest of the group as they are 

given tasks such as waking up the group, ensuring the group eat meals on time, making sure 

there are breaks during physical activities and ensuring the activities are completed successfully. 

Each participant has two opportunities to do this throughout the WA. At the end of the WA a 

formal welcome back event is held for the participants. Students’ family members, the school 

Principal and the Programme Coordinator attend this event. Here the students each give a short 

presentation about their experience in the WA and they are presented with a WA completion 

certificate. 
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The role of the facilitators. 

The contracted facilitators are required to deliver the WA phase of Project K in 

accordance with the Graeme Dingle Foundation and Project K philosophies and values which 

are set out in a provided tender document and facilitator pack including policies and procedures. 

The facilitators are required to provide effective management and oversight of the WA. This 

includes a ratio of no less than 2:12 facilitators for land based activities and 3:12 for water based 

activities. There must be at least one female facilitator present if there are female participants. 

It is the facilitator’s responsibility to ensure every participant has the correct gear necessary for 

the WA and they must provide any equipment that the participants do not have. It is important 

for the facilitators to maintain clear lines of communication between the programme coordinator 

and Community Partner office as they possess the only means of communication. Mobile phones 

are not allowed to be brought into the WA by the participants. 

The use of the wilderness adventure in the current research 

The WA has been selected to provide a setting for the current research as it is a well-

established OA component the PYD programme Project K. As illustrated in Chapter Two, 

Project K has one of the most extensive evidence bases of existing PYD programmes in New 

Zealand, with research repeatedly showing the programme produces positive outcomes for 

youth in a number of areas. Indeed, engagement has been noted to contribute specifically to 

Project K participant outcomes through the Theory of Change model (Deane & Harré, 2014b) 

outlined in Chapter Two. However, much of the previous research regarding Project K has been 

quantitative and further use of qualitative methods to investigate engagement in Project K in-

depth allows the current research to uniquely contribute to Project K’s already strong theoretical 

research base as well as the international literature on engagement. Indeed, in-depth qualitative 

research appears to be limited throughout the PYD field. 
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Qualitative Methods in Positive Youth Development Research 

As discussed in Chapter Three, engagement is suggested to be an important mechanism 

that influences outcomes in PYD programmes including Project K. Nevertheless, there is a lack 

of current research in this area in the PYD field (Ozer & Douglas, 2015). Qualitative methods 

allow processes such as engagement to be examined in detail by providing the researcher with 

the opportunity to get inside the phenomenon under investigation (Patton, 2015). Here, detailed 

descriptions and participant perceptions can be collected, allowing an understanding of how 

variations in experiences can affect the people and processes involved (Patton, 2015). 

Accordingly, Fredricks and McColskey (2012) argue that qualitative research is needed to shed 

light on the phenomenon of engagement in the PYD field. The authors contend that qualitative 

research would make it possible to generate a detailed understanding of the process of 

engagement, including how different dimensions of engagement develop and interact with each 

other, as well as identifying factors that lead to disengagement. It is therefore proposed that 

using qualitative inquiry to examine engagement and disengagement will help to advance our 

understanding of how and why some individuals are positively impacted by youth programmes 

and others are not (Conchas, 2001). 

In terms of qualitative methods, the current PYD landscape is dominated by research 

utilising open-ended questions in surveys, one-to-one interviews and focus groups (Shek et al., 

2011; Wright & Mahiri, 2012). These methods benefit research by allowing participants the 

opportunity to explore and reflect on their own experiences (Caulkins et al., 2006). These 

reflections are from the perspective of the participants rather than the interpretations of the 

researcher (Woodgate, 2000). In addition, these methods can also provide participants the 

freedom of dialogue (Beck, Trombetta, & Share, 1986), reach large numbers of participants 

(Fredricks et al., 2014), and surface topics and themes that are not predetermined by the 

researcher (Kitzinger, 1994). Although these methods have a great number of benefits, they also 
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have limitations. Firstly, they rely on retrospective self-reported accounts of experience, and 

people are not always accurate in reporting their own experiences. This is particularly relevant 

to experiences involving interactions with others and the ability to express the complexity of 

dynamic experiences. Indeed, variation has been found in young people’s ability to accurately 

assess their own behaviours (Assor & Connell, 1992). Secondly, due to the adult-dominated 

culture surrounding young people, the presence of an adult researcher asking questions may be 

a limiting factor. This is because young people may not be accustomed to freely expressing their 

views or having adults take their views seriously (Punch, 2002). Thirdly, when more than one 

young person is present during data collection (e.g., focus groups), responses are vulnerable to 

reflect cultural norms and participants can respond in a way they feel is socially desirable, thus 

failing to capture the participant’s true holistic view of a topic (Green & Thorogood, 2013). 

Finally, focus groups and interview settings can be viewed as unnatural environments for 

discussion as the young people are brought together for a specific purpose (Green & Thorogood, 

2013).  

Observational approaches in youth programming. 

While a variety of qualitative methods have been previously used within PYD 

programming research, it has been suggested that direct observation is a methodology that can 

be effective in examining processes in this field (O’Malley et al., 2003). Indeed, the use of 

participant observation is suggested to be an effective methodology specifically for examining 

engagement in youth programmes (Grossman et al., 2009). Support for this is provided by Patton 

(2015), who suggests that to achieve an in-depth understanding of a programme an observer 

must go into the real world setting where the programme is being delivered. Indeed, Patton 

argues that there are a variety of ways this method uniquely contributes to our understanding of 

complex phenomena. Patton highlights that as an observer, the researcher can discover natural 

variation through identifying the different participant experiences and the contextual variations 
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that may influence these experiences in a programme. This is permitted as observers gather 

insights into the daily life of the participant by documenting detailed descriptions of the 

participants’ activities, behaviours and interpersonal interactions (Eder & Corsaro, 1999). The 

rich data obtained through observational approaches can provide a more complete picture of the 

culture of young people (Kirk et al., 2007), and permits exploration into the ‘black box’ of 

programming (Patton, 2015). In contrast to questionnaires and focus groups, observational 

approaches can open areas of inquiry that have not been previously considered in the design, 

including identifying unintended consequences that were not previously recognised by the 

researcher (Patton, 2015). Patton (2015) also acknowledged that through observational 

approaches researchers can track changes in the conditions of a programme that affect the 

programme’s outcomes. These unique contributions are contingent on the researcher being 

present in the setting to understand first-hand the reality that occurs in the programme as 

opposed to relying on secondary data, such as programme reports, which as mentioned, can 

differ from the actual implementation and experiences of the participants.  

Research using observational approaches does exist in current youth programming 

literature (Gee, 2015; Oh, Osgood, & Smith, 2014). However, the observational studies of youth 

programmes conducted to date commonly involve researchers collecting data on a limited 

number of specific days as opposed to personally observing for the full duration of the 

programme. For instance, while researching wilderness therapy programmes, Russell and 

Philips-Miller (2002) observed 7 to 10 days of a 38-day programme, and Russell (1999) spent 

7 days out of 8 weeks conducting observations on a similar programme. Likewise, Larivière et 

al. (2012) observed 5 days of a 10-day outward-bound experience. Although the research 

mentioned does use an observational approach, there are a number of limitations that arise when 

using observational approaches intermittently. Through observing on a specific number of days 

the researcher may miss occurrences during the days they are not observing the programme. 

This jeopardises one of the key benefits of observational research, as the observer is not able to 
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observe processes in intricate detail due to potentially missing key events. Consequently, the 

researcher is unable to adequately understand the complexities of the context. The researcher is 

also unable to observe individual journeys in the programme, preventing a detailed 

understanding of participant experience. Furthermore, as the researcher is not part of the normal 

day-to-day activities their presence may disrupt the natural flow of the programme (Blommaert 

& Jie, 2010). This can result in extra effort being given by the programme staff and participants 

on the days the researcher is present (Stake, 1970). Consequently, the days that are observed 

may be dissimilar to ‘normal days’ experienced on the programme resulting in an unfair 

assessment of the entire programme. 

Russell and Philips-Miller (2002) included four different sites of the same 38-day 

wilderness therapy programme in their research. The researchers selected three participants from 

each of the four programme sites to be the client case studies, making a total of 12 participants. 

The participants were observed for a period of seven to ten days of the 38-day programme. The 

authors note that they were unable to attend the full duration at one single site, and instead they 

observed the first phase at site one, the middle phase of sites two and three, and the final phase 

of site four. Although this approach provides a view of all the phases of the programme, it still 

puts the researcher in a position where they may miss key events as they are not attending the 

full duration of the programme experience. In addition, this approach does not permit a view of 

individual journeys through the programme in their entirety. One way to counteract these issues 

is by using principles of ethnography during observations, including requiring the observer to 

be present in the field for the full duration of the programme.  

Principles of ethnography in youth programming 

Ethnography is the study of a group of people in an ongoing attempt to develop meaning 

through events, encounters and understandings (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Ethnography is 

characterised by the immersion of the researcher in the daily lives of the people under 
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investigation (Case, Todd, & Kral, 2014). This immersive experience permits the researcher to 

produce a first-hand examination of the social or cultural setting of the group (Patton, 2015). 

Indeed, ethnographic researchers highlight that they can reach a better understanding of the 

beliefs, motivations and behaviours of the participants by entering the field first hand (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2011). Traditional ethnography typically involves participating with the culture for 

a substantial length of time, often one year to 18 months (Evans, 2012). This allows a full and 

detailed picture of the case, and a special kind of learning to develop, creating a deep affinity 

for and with the subjects of the research (Fetterman, 2010). Immersion in the environment 

permits observations detailing the process of change over time within the context of a case, 

allowing an understanding of the way in which multiple factors (e.g. environmental and 

individual factors) work together across time (Griffith, 2016). Furthermore, the researcher can 

become accustomed to the context, observe the processes occurring in a case and learn about 

the participants and the culture (Blommaert & Jie, 2010). Similarly, the participants have the 

opportunity to become comfortable with the researcher’s presence, which is important when 

working with young people as they may not initially feel comfortable expressing their views 

freely to adults (Punch, 2002). 

Ethnography is predominantly carried out through participant observation (Evans, 

2012), which involves the researcher making direct observations while engaging personally in 

the lived experiences of the participants. Clifford (1988) contends that participant observation 

is a combination of personal experience and scientific analysis, with the researcher moving 

constantly between the inside and outside of events. The inside of events represents being part 

of the culture of the group, whereas the outside of events represents separation from the group. 

This dual perspective powers this type of research and makes it unique (Patton, 2015). A key 

advantage when using ethnographic participant observation is that the researcher can obtain 

empirical insights about the culture under study that are usually hidden from the public, 

including observations such as: nonverbal expressions of feelings, who interacts with whom and 
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how much time is spent on various activities (Schmuck, 2006). Another unique advantage of 

conducting participant observations in this manner is the opportunity to develop a close 

relationship with the participants, which has been identified as being one of the more 

challenging yet most important aspects to qualitative research (Liamputtong, 2013), particularly 

with young people. 

Ethnography is commonly conducted with an overarching case study design. Through 

case study, patterns of behaviour are identified to generate a deep understanding of a 

phenomenon rather than to test a hypothesis (Yin, 2013). Case study facilitates in-depth inquiry 

by focusing on a specific bounded context (Algozzine & Hancock, 2011), thus it is well suited 

for ethnographic inquiry as this type of research emphasises a comprehensive understanding of 

a real-life phenomenon in a natural context (Yin, 2013). There is a focus on fewer subjects and 

many variables, adding to the depth of understanding that can be explored. In a case study 

design, the case is the unit of analysis, and is held within the bounded context (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994). The boundaries of the context are important as they prevent the research 

becoming too broad or having too many objectives (Baxter & Jack, 2008). These boundaries 

can be factors such as time and place (Creswell, 2003) and time and activity (Stake, 1995). Case 

study designs can involve one or more cases. While single cases are commonly used in 

ethnography, evidence found through using additional cases is more compelling and the research 

more robust (Herriott & Firestone, 1983). This is because patterns can be explored within and 

between cases with the goal to replicate findings across the cases, thus providing evidence to 

suggest there is one stable phenomena occurring in the context in question. Yin (2013) 

acknowledges that in order for this comparison to be authentic it is important to identify similar 

cases, therefore allowing the results to unearth true patterns or contrasts in the data across cases 

overall adding to theory. 

 



 

86 

 

Method 

When looking at processes within a PYD programme it is necessary to observe the 

beginning, middle and end of one programme to gain a full understanding of how a complex 

phenomenon, in this case engagement, can be established and maintained. Although direct 

observation methods have been conducted in PYD research, they are limited in the intensity and 

duration of time spent observing a programme. This restricts the depth and detail of information 

regarding the participants’ experience in the programme. To answer the research objectives 

outlined in Chapter One, a methodological design, Immersive Participant Observation, was used 

to overcome these challenges and expose the factors that influence engagement for young people 

on Project K.  

Design: Immersive participant observation. 

Ethnographic case study approaches employing lengthy periods of participant 

observation are common in anthropological research; however, prolonged observation that 

intimately involves the researcher in the programme experience, what is henceforth termed as 

Immersive Participant Observation (IPO), has rarely been seen in the PYD field. IPO offers 

substantial value in terms of capturing complex programme processes, such as engagement, and 

associated individual-environment interactions that other more common methods fail to do. 

Therefore, the current research used IPO to enable an in-depth investigation of participant 

engagement in the WA component of Project K. As IPO draws on principles of ethnography 

within a case study context using participant observation, the defining features of each are 

explored in further detail below. 

IPO utilises principles from traditional ethnography commonly found in anthropology 

with the researcher being the primary research tool and observing through participating (Evans, 

2012). IPO also follows the ethnographic principle that spending time with participants, doing 

the same activities as them and being alongside them allows a deeper understanding and 
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recognition of patterns in behaviour, therefore increasing internal validity (Fetterman, 2010). 

Therefore, one of the strengths of IPO in contrast to the previously criticised approaches to 

observation is that the researcher is present for the full duration of the programme. Being present 

for the full duration of the programme is important in an OA based youth programme where the 

environment is complex and emergent (Russell, 2006), thus allowing the researcher to 

understand how this dynamic environment can impact the participant experience. Although IPO 

draws on principles of ethnography, there are a number of ways in which IPO deviates from 

traditional ethnography. First, traditional ethnography aims to provide an in-depth examination 

of the whole culture of a group of people focusing on the actions, behaviours and beliefs of the 

culture under study (Patton, 2015). The current research does not seek to explore the culture of 

WA programme participants; instead the purpose of the research is to better understand a 

specific phenomenon within the context of an OA youth programme. Second, the aim of this 

research is to understand engagement in an OA context. Therefore the researcher is informed to 

a degree by engagement theory and has utilised a specified theory of change to guide the focus 

of the research. Consequently, IPO is both deductive and inductive. In contrast, ethnographic 

research is characterised by its inductive nature alone, as the goal is to construct a theory about 

a culture of people (Reeves et al., 2008). Finally, ethnography typically involves one case, which 

is examined in-depth. The current research differs from this as two cases are used to gain further 

insight into the phenomena under investigation. As IPO deviates quite strongly from some of 

the traditional principles discussed, it would be misleading to describe the methodology as 

purely ethnographic.  

As mentioned, ethnography requires a bounded context to ensure the research has a focus 

and prevents the inclusion of too many variables, therefore the principles of case study design 

are also relevant to IPO. Case study design lends itself well to the study of youth programming 

as youth programmes provide a bounded context which is constrained through activity, time and 

the people present (i.e., a specific number of participants and facilitators). Using a case study 
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approach therefore addresses previous critiques of Russell and Philips-Miller’s (2002) research 

regarding the use of different programmes, different deliveries and different participants, 

altogether including a great number of variables. Case study fits well in the context of an OA 

youth programme as this design encourages the researcher to focus on the bounded case, and 

limits the variables included in the research. This sense of focus is important in an OA setting 

where the environment is complex and divergent with a constantly evolving social climate 

(Caulkins et al., 2006). Furthermore, the environment in an OA programme is unpredictable and 

permits the researcher little control over participant interactions, both of which are 

acknowledged to be conditions suitable for case study design (Yin, 2013).  

Researcher’s position. 

IPO is a suitable methodological approach as it fits with the researcher’s epistemological 

position as a critical realist. As a critical realist, the researcher accepts that there is a reality 

outside human perception, but that reality is hard to comprehend and therefore the priority is to 

contribute to knowledge rather than finding the ‘right answer’ (Easton, 2010). Critical realists 

understand that events and experiences in the external world are triggered by underlying 

mechanisms, and place an importance on explaining social phenomena by understanding these 

mechanisms (Patton, 2015). As a critical realist, the researcher acknowledges that due to the 

complexities of society it is not possible to understand every relationship in an exact way, but 

by adding to our understanding it is possible to make reasonable predictions. In this way, a 

critical realist approach is well suited to clearly bounded but complex organisations such as an 

OA youth programme as it allows freedom to explore within the focused boundaries (Easton, 

2010).   

Observational approaches fit into the critical realist paradigm as these approaches follow 

the belief that observers can obtain valid information through first-hand encounters with the 

object being evaluated (Lawrenz, Keiser, & Lavoie, 2003). These encounters can identify 
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common mechanisms within a context, which are able to provide generalisable insights (Yin, 

2013). The inclusion of ethnographic principles also fits with critical realism as these principles 

recognise that there is an independent social world, and that knowledge of this world is 

accessible (Rees & Gatenby, 2014). Rees and Gatenby (2014) argue that critical realists can 

benefit from utilising ethnographic principles as they provide a way to clarify patterns of 

behaviours and relationships between participants, which can potentially make a significant 

contribution to understanding process. Hence it is from this epistemological standpoint that IPO 

was chosen as an appropriate methodology to understand the process of engagement in an OA 

youth programme. 

In addition to the researcher’s epistemological position, it is also important to note that 

the research was conducted through the lens of an international female researcher from the 

United Kingdom. The researcher had previous work experience in an adolescent mental health 

hospital, where there was a deficit view of adolescents and a focus on the storm and stress of 

this developmental period. It is important to acknowledge this position to ensure transparency 

within the research, as it is likely that this positionality has had an influence on the way the 

research has been framed, conducted and interpreted.  

Case selection. 

The WA component of Project K is the focus of this case study research. The researcher 

originally intended to also include the Community Challenge component of Project K, however 

major programme changes occurred during data collection, such that the delivery of this 

component was vastly different to the way it was originally intended to be delivered. This meant 

there was vast variability across the two Community Challenge cases, which caused the 

boundaries of the case to become unclear. Therefore, the researcher decided to focus only on 

the WA as the group-based nature of the WA offers a bounded context for the case, providing a 

strong delineator to determine the boundaries of each case. The unit of analysis for this research 
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is the case, which is defined as one delivery of Project K’s WA including 2-4 facilitators and 12 

youth participants. Two cases are used in this research to allow for multi-case analysis to 

understand the complexities of the process of engagement in both cases (Huberman, & Miles, 

2001; Yin, 2013). The 12 participants in each of the two cases are recruited from the same 

school, allowing each case to be linked to a specific school (e.g., Case 1 is linked to one school 

and Case 2 is linked to a different school). In addition to the 12 youth participants, each case 

was managed by a different Programme Provider, thus providing a unique set of programme 

facilitators for each case.  

The two cases were identified in consultation with the Graeme Dingle Foundation’s 

research and evaluation team and were selected through a convenience sampling method. The 

two cases were selected as they were delivered in a location that was cost-effective in terms of 

researcher travel and at a time of year that aligned with the researcher’s needs to complete data 

collection within the PhD timeframe. The needs of the Community Partners also influenced the 

selection process. There are two Programme Providers who run Project K in the Auckland 

region, and the researcher had an interest in selecting cases associated with the two different 

providers. This would allow a focus on different styles of delivery and how this can influence 

engagement. Further, following suggestions from Yin (2013), who highlights that authentic 

multi-case analysis should include similar cases, both cases were selected from schools with a 

decile score of three. Decile scores are assigned to New Zealand schools by the Ministry of 

Education to reflect the socioeconomic status of their student population. Decile scores indicate 

the extent to which a school draws its students from the low vs. high socio-economic 

communities. A school with a decile score of one has the highest proportion of students from 

low socio-economic communities, whereas a decile 10 school has the lowest proportion of these 

students. The researcher hoped that by including schools with similar socio-economic 

backgrounds, some of the group differences that may be present if students lived in vastly 

different socio-economic areas would be reduced. 
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 Sample. 

The 12 participants in each Project K programme are recruited from Year 10, which is 

the tenth full year of compulsory education in New Zealand where students are aged 13 to 15 

years-old. To recruit students for Project K, the Programme Coordinator delivers a self-efficacy 

questionnaire (Moore, 2005) to all students in Year 10 at participating schools. From the results, 

a list ranking all students based on whether the students score above or below the median across 

nine self-efficacy scores is created. Students with higher total scores (indicating lower levels of 

self-efficacy) are given priority for selection into Project K. Students with severe personal 

problems who require specialist assistance (e.g., history of delinquent or violent behaviour, 

serious learning and cognitive disabilities) are excluded from participation. This is because the 

programme is not equipped to support young people with high and complex needs. Young 

people who are excluded from Project K are directed to other more appropriate support services.  

Eligible students are then invited to attend an information meeting with their caregiver where 

the Programme Coordinator delivers information regarding the details of Project K, and 

provides the students and their caregivers assent and consent forms for participation in the 

programme. Following this, six boys and six girls are randomly selected by the Programme 

Coordinator to take part in Project K (in co-educational schools).  

Detailed demographic information regarding the participants has not been included to 

prevent the participants and the facilitators from being identified. The researcher felt this was 

necessary considering the small population size of Auckland, and the small number of OA 

facilitators in this population. In addition, Project K is a single, well-known programme and 

identifying the participants and facilitators ethnicity would increase the risk of identification. 

Although the individual Project K participant’s ethnicities were not recorded, information about 

the ethnic profile of each school’s student body is publicly available and documented in relation 

to the case below. Pseudonyms are used for the participant’s names to maintain confidentiality. 
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The word ‘facilitator’ will precede the pseudonym to clearly differentiate between facilitators 

and participants. In Case 1 the pseudonyms used for the participants are: Hana, Aaliyah, Annie, 

Ariana, Sofia, Olivia, Lewis, Xavier, William, Logan, Max and Cameron. The pseudonyms used 

for the facilitators are: Facilitator Chloe, Facilitator Emily, Facilitator Luke and Facilitator 

James. The Programme Coordinator also briefly attended Case 1 as a facilitator, and will be 

referred to as Facilitator Erika. In Case 2 the pseudonyms used for the participants are: Talia, 

Madison, Aimee, Neeva, Lauren, Huia, Nikau, Tane, Hemi, Akram, Oliver and Rishaan. The 

pseudonyms used for the facilitators are: Facilitator Sophie, Facilitator Mark and Facilitator 

Daniel. 

Case 1: Participants and facilitators. 

The youth participants involved in Case 1 were drawn from a co-educational school in 

West Auckland, New Zealand. The school comprised of Pacific Islanders (28%), NZ European 

(27%), indigenous Māori (25%), Filipino (4%), Indian (4%), Chinese (2%) and other Asian 

(10%; Education Review Office, 2015). Based on the criteria from the Adolescent Health 

Research Group (2008), the school in Case 1 is classed as a large sized school (Education 

Review Office, 2015). In addition to the 12 participants, five facilitators were present throughout 

the WA. Facilitator Chloe and Facilitator Luke delivered the two induction days. Following this, 

Facilitator Chloe attended the WA for the first five days and was replaced by Facilitator Erika 

on Day 5, and then returned on Day 6 when Facilitator Erika left. Facilitator Chloe left again on 

Day 10 and was replaced by Facilitator Emily until Day 13 when Facilitator Chloe returned and 

Facilitator Emily left. Facilitator Luke attended the WA for the first six days and was replaced 

by Facilitator James until he returned on Day 12 when Facilitator James then left. Facilitator 

Emily also joined the WA as a third facilitator on Day 14 and 15 when kayaking required three 

adults. The programme was delivered in July 2015.  
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Case 2: Participants and facilitators. 

The youth participants involved in Case 2 were drawn from a co-educational school in 

South Auckland, New Zealand. In comparison to the first case, the participants involved in Case 

2 were drawn from a school made up of Indigenous Māori (20%), NZ European (11%), Tongan 

(15%), Indian (14%), Samoan (11%), Cook Island, Filipino, Fijian and Niue (16%) and the final 

12% are recorded as unspecified (Education Review Office, 2015). The school in Case 2 is also 

classed as a large sized school (Education Review Office, 2015). In contrast to Case 1, the same 

two facilitators, Facilitator Sophie and Facilitator Mark, remained for the duration of the WA. 

The only change in facilitators was when a third facilitator, Facilitator Daniel, joined the group 

for kayaking. He was also present for one of the induction days and during the final two days. 

The programme was delivered in April 2016. 

Procedure. 

Prior to selecting the cases, full ethical approval was obtained in accordance with the 

ethical review process of the University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee 

(See Appendix A). When the cases had been selected, members of the research and evaluation 

team from the Graeme Dingle Foundation approached the Programme Coordinator from the 

Project K Community Partner. To remind the reader, the Community Partners employ a 

Programme Coordinator to oversee the delivery of Project K. They also employ Programme 

Providers to run the practical aspect of Project K’s WA. Following initial interest by the 

Programme Coordinator, the researcher contacted the Programme Coordinator independently of 

the Graeme Dingle Foundation to organise a meeting to discuss the research further. During this 

meeting organisational consent was obtained from the Programme Coordinator (See Appendix 

B). The Programme Coordinator then introduced the researcher to the director of the Programme 

Provider, and the researcher organised a meeting with the Director and the facilitators. Informed 

consent was collected from the Programme Provider and the facilitators during this meeting (See 
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Appendix C). Informed consent was collected from the students’ caregivers (See Appendix E), 

and informed assent was collected from the students (See Appendix D) at the information 

meeting run by the Programme Coordinator. All the participants were made aware of the 

researcher’s dual role as a researcher and a helper in the WA. This was discussed openly during 

the information meeting, and was documented in the Participant Information Sheets (See 

Appendix D), making clear the purpose of the research was to explore the WA rather than to 

make judgments about it.  

Length and nature of the observations. 

To ensure a full picture of the participants’ experience in the WA was observed, data 

collection for both cases began at the second information evening for the participants and their 

caregivers to learn about Project K and concluded on the last day of the WA. This was 

appropriate as these were the first and the last situations in which the participants and facilitators 

were together. Although the focus of the observations was on structured programme activities, 

the researcher also observed periods of down time while living alongside the participants to 

catch moments of relevance to the understanding of individual-context interactions and the 

engagement process. The researcher’s level of participation involved completing all physical 

activities, eating the same food and using the same equipment and clothing as the participants. 

The researcher slept in the same manner as the facilitators, which included sleeping in the same 

hut as the participants for a number of nights, however the majority of nights were spent in her 

own tent close to the participants’ tents. As mentioned previously, the activities in the WA are 

outdoor based, and they can differ between each delivery of Project K based on the Programme 

Provider’s structure. The different experiences and schedule for each case involved in the 

current research is presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1. The wilderness adventure activity schedule for Case 1 and Case 2 

Day Case 1 Case 2 

1 Abseiling No activity 

2 Training Tramp No activity 

3 Training Tramp Training Tramp 

4 Training Sea Kayaking Training Tramp 

5 Training Biking Training Sea Kayaking 

6 Travel day Expedition Sea Kayaking 

7 Expedition Tramp Expedition Sea Kayaking 

8 Expedition Tramp Expedition Sea Kayaking 

9 Expedition Tramp Expedition Biking 

10 Expedition Biking Expedition Biking 

11 Expedition Biking Layover day 

12 Expedition Biking Expedition Tramp 

13 Expedition Biking Expedition Tramp 

14 Expedition Sea Kayaking Expedition Tramp 

15 Expedition Sea Kayaking Expedition Tramp 

16 Reflection day Reflection day 

17 Travel home Travel home 

 

Observational data collection. 

The initial approach to data collection was deductive in that the theoretical and empirical 

body of work on engagement described in Chapter Three informed what the researcher attended 

to in terms of how participants displayed engagement in the WA. Observation notes were 

recorded exclusively as hand-written field notes that took the form of narrative recordings. 
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Narrative recordings are descriptions of behaviours and events surrounding the behaviours 

(Reynolds & Kamphaus, 2003). This method was selected for several reasons. First, it was easy 

to use, cost effective and non-obtrusive (Fetterman, 2010). Second, hand writing field notes 

allowed the researcher to remain in the group continually observing the setting while collecting 

data, consequently limiting the chance incidents were missed. The decision was made not to use 

an audio recorder to keep verbal notes to minimise interruption to the WA, as well as concern 

that the researcher may be overheard while recording these observations as the WA environment 

was not conducive to privacy. Detailed observations of behaviours, interactions and 

relationships of the participants were noted. The notes were recorded when it was deemed 

appropriate, and not at the expense of any activities or social interactions of the group. This 

included refraining from taking notes during direct one-on-one conversations with participants 

or during any reflection or emotion-provoking activities. This was to prevent the researchers’ 

note-taking presence influencing participant behaviour, overall attempting to ensure the 

researcher had minimal impact in the WA experience.  

During the WA, there were periods of time where taking notes was physically 

impossible, for example during sea kayaking. To ensure consistency and help in the recollection 

of events, the researcher developed a method to remember specific observations during the day. 

Each observation would be assigned with a letter, and once there were a significant number of 

letters a word would then be created with the letters. This word would then be written down in 

a note pad during short breaks or when it was deemed appropriate. If there was time, the 

corresponding word related to each letter would also be noted. If it was not appropriate to go 

into further detail at that time, the details were recorded during the evening when the researcher 

would go through each word and recall the specific observation it was linked to. When this 

method of recall was used it was noted to ensure during analysis that the researcher would be 

aware it was taken from memory and not from a direct observation. Each evening the researcher 

ensured time was spent revising the day’s field notes. This provided an opportunity to fill gaps 
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before any memory began to fade, as well as encouraging clarity and helping to aid recall. This 

was imperative to aid effective note taking, as the day’s activities were often very physically 

and cognitively intense. The researcher recorded reflections on her emotional, physical and 

mental state while in the field. Extreme challenges and poignant moments felt by the researcher 

throughout the WA were also documented during the experience. Personal reflections were 

recorded in the back of the note pads used for the field notes to ensure they were kept separate 

to the observation field notes. 

 

Data Analysis 

The initial stage of formal data analysis began with transcribing the recorded hand-

written observation notes verbatim into an electronic format. This was completed within the first 

two weeks of returning from each WA. The purpose of this almost immediate transcription was 

to ensure the interpretation of the researcher was easily recalled and documented (Greenman, 

2014). The field notes were transcribed solely by the researcher to allow re-engagement with 

the data (Bailey, 2008). 

Following this, the researcher developed a conceptualisation of engagement and 

disengagement from the field notes to be used during the data analysis. To achieve this, the 

researcher used previous descriptions of the three components of engagement (behavioural, 

cognitive and emotional), as discussed in Chapter Three, and applied them to the field notes. 

This conceptualisation of engagement and disengagement guided the two phases of data 

analysis, which were each designed to address the gaps in the engagement literature outlined 

previously. The purpose of phase one was to provide a comprehensive understanding of the 

factors that influence engagement and disengagement in an OA programme. To achieve this, 

the researcher conducted a thematic analysis of the field notes which identified a number of 

themes that appeared to influence engagement and disengagement at a group and an individual 
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level. The second phase aimed to explore participant experiences of engagement further, and to 

address a gap in the current literature regarding patterns of engagement in an OA programme. 

To achieve this, individual trajectories of engagement were developed, and, guided by the 

findings from phase one, the factors that influenced each participants’ trajectory of engagement 

were identified. The development of the conceptualisation of engagement and disengagement 

and the two phases of analysis are outlined in detail in the following section. 

Conceptualising engagement and disengagement. 

The conceptualisation was conducted in a deductive manner as prior engagement 

literature directed this process. As presented in Chapter Three, a thorough review of the 

engagement literature was conducted to guide the conceptualisation of engagement and 

disengagement in this research. During this review, it was noted that the dominant 

conceptualisation of engagement in the youth engagement literature emphasises behavioural, 

cognitive and emotional dimensions (Fredricks et al., 2004; Li & Lerner, 2011). The 

descriptions of the observations that constitute each type of engagement identified in the 

previous literature were applied to the field notes and all comparable behaviours within the field 

notes were identified. If there were any observations that were not mentioned in the literature, a 

further literature search was conducted to acknowledge how previous authors had 

conceptualised them. The behaviours that constitute each type of engagement and 

disengagement can be found in the conceptualisation of engagement for this research which is 

presented in Table 2. 
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Table 2. The conceptualisation of behavioural, cognitive and emotional engagement and 

disengagement in the wilderness adventure 

Type of Engagement Description of Behaviour 

Behavioural Engagement Adhering to rules and norms within the WA 
 

Volunteering for an activity or task or in a discussion 
 

Completing an activity despite challenges 
 

Putting extra effort into a task 

Behavioural Disengagement Interfering with another person’s experience 
 

Creating conflict with others 
 

Demonstrating low effort when completing an activity 
 

Withdrawal from a situation 
 

A lack of focus in an activity 

Cognitive Engagement Going beyond the requirements of the task (e.g., leading an activity) 
 

Focus in an activity 
 

Showing a level of strategic thinking and flexibility 
 

Attempting to advance learning 

Cognitive Disengagement Disorganised behaviour 
 

Ineffective actions when completing a task 
 

Distracting behaviours in a task 

Emotional Engagement Displaying positive feelings (e.g., singing, laughing, smiling) 
 

The explicit observation of excitement in the situation 
 

Personal reflections regarding the programme or the self 
 

Discussing personal and emotion provoking issues with the group 

 Showing a feeling of connection to the WA or to the group (e.g. 

supporting peers) 

 Demonstrating an interest in an activity or experience based on 

emotions (e.g., enthusiasm) 

Emotional Disengagement Ineffective and maladaptive behaviours 
 

Purposefully directing attention away from emotional-eliciting events 
 

Decline in interest (e.g. boredom) 
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Phase 1: Thematic analysis of the factors influencing engagement and 

disengagement. 

In contrast to the deductive approach taken to conceptualise the dimensions of 

engagement for further analysis of the field notes, the thematic analysis conducted in phase one 

followed an inductive approach to generate an understanding of engagement and disengagement 

in the WA. The identification of themes in this manner occurs without the findings being limited 

or constrained by more traditionally structural methodologies such as theoretical thematic 

analysis, which focuses on the researchers’ analytic interest and provides a less rich description 

of the data (Braun & Clark, 2006). Rather, the data is guided by the research question and 

objectives, with the findings coming directly from the analysis of raw data (Thomas, 2006). This 

phase was guided by Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six step guideline for thematic analysis, and 

involved the identification of themes separately at both a group and individual level. 

Phase 1.1: Individual level coding for engagement and disengagement. 

To begin the individual level coding for engagement and disengagement, data relating 

to each participant were taken in turn and the researcher, guided by the previously developed 

conceptualisation of engagement and disengagement, identified periods of engagement and 

disengagement within each participant’s field notes. During the first phase of analysis, 

behavioural, cognitive and emotional dimensions were combined to form the overarching 

concepts of engagement and disengagement. At the end of this, all of the 24 participants had a 

file containing their own field notes which included highlighted field notes to represent those 

related to engagement and disengagement. Then, looking at only the intentional programme 

activities (i.e., not periods of free time), the researcher identified factors (e.g., social interactions, 

environmental details, facilitator behaviours, etc.) that appeared to influence the periods of 

engagement and disengagement, and coded these factors. 
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Phase 1.2: Group level coding for engagement and disengagement. 

In contrast to the individual level coding, coding at a group level involved the researcher 

reading the entire set of field notes for each case in turn, highlighting instances when most of 

the group or the whole group were observed to be engaged and disengaged. Instances of 

intentional programme activities were identified, and any factors seeming to influence these 

instances were coded.  

Phase 1.3: Generating themes for individual and group level engagement and 

disengagement. 

The aim of phase 1.3 was to collate and analyse the codes to sort them into more specific 

level themes. Individual and group level codes for both cases were combined in this phase to 

look at engagement across both cases at all levels. The relationships between the codes were 

considered and the codes were combined to form a number of first-level themes, each containing 

second-level themes. The themes were judged, as guided by Patton (2015), for their internal 

homogeneity and external heterogeneity. Internal homogeneity involved checking the data 

represented the theme in a meaningful way. External heterogeneity involved checking the extent 

to which each theme was distinctive and clear. At this point some themes were combined, and 

others were discarded. The field notes were then read over again to ensure the themes fit with 

the data, and to code any additional themes that may have been missed. When the data appeared 

saturated, which meant that any additional themes appeared to be redundant (Patton, 2015), a 

process of falsification began. The process of falsification was conducted with the themes to 

increase the validity of the themes, and it involved looking for evidence to support each theme 

as well as looking for any evidence against the themes (Patton, 2015).  

When the themes appeared robust, each underwent a process of being defined and 

refined (as recommended by Braun & Clarke, 2006), during which each theme was given a title 

and a brief representative description. Each theme was considered in relation to one another and 
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how they relate to objective one and two, as outlined in Chapter One. The procedure was 

repeated with data coded for engagement and disengagement for both group and individual level 

data. The result of this phase was the identification of three first-level themes for engagement, 

and three first-level themes for disengagement, each containing second-level themes. The 

themes represent the key factors that appeared to influence engagement and disengagement in 

the WA. Once the themes had been identified, the researcher identified if each theme was 

observed at a group or individual level, and whether the presence of each theme existed in both 

cases. This permitted a cross-case analysis of the themes. As mentioned, during the analysis thus 

far, a combination of all three dimensions of engagement and disengagement formed the overall 

constructs of engagement and disengagement. Following the identification of the themes, the 

themes and the context were taken into consideration and the researcher noted which dimensions 

of engagement and disengagement where present and how they were related. A description of 

the themes, their relations to the dimensions of engagement and disengagement, and examples 

from the field notes are provided in Chapter Five.  

Phase 2: Constructing individual trajectories of engagement. 

Previous research has highlighted the variability of youth engagement and specified the 

importance of looking at the process of engagement in depth at the individual level 

(Archambault & Dupéré, 2017; Janosz et al., 2008; Li & Lerner, 2011). Narratives have been 

suggested as a method to allow this as they are able to provide insight into the ways humans 

experience the world (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). Presenting data in the form of narratives 

has been identified as a way to make additional contributions and advancements to fields such 

as counselling (Creswell, Hanson, Plano Clark, & Morales, 2007), and can be applied in a 

number of different social and humanities disciplines (Daiute & Lightfoot, 2004). In a similar 

method to the current research, Baumrind (1967) developed narrative reports of children based 

on behavioural observations. Baumrind’s narrative reports were then used to place the children 
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into three groups, based on their patterns of behaviour. Similarly, Blehar, Lieberman and 

Ainsworth (1977) developed narrative reports of children through conducting observations at 

the children’s family homes in 3-week intervals, with each visit not exceeding four hours. One 

of the key benefits of narratives lies in the rich descriptions that ensure the context is not lost, 

which is a common criticism of coding (Bryman, 2016). Furthermore, rich descriptions can be 

seen to contrast thematic analysis, as thematic analysis is limited to provide snapshots of 

experience that can be generalised across participants. Therefore, when combined with the 

thematic analysis in phase 1, the results from phase 2 permit a richer understanding of participant 

engagement by identifying the trajectories of engagement and the factors that influence these 

trajectories. To achieve this, narrative reports based on observations of the participant’s 

involvement in the programme were constructed from the field notes for each participant.  

Phase 2.1: Constructing narrative reports. 

Guided by ideas from Blommaert and Jie (2010), each participants’ field notes were 

contextualised, which involved the researcher making connections between observations 

gathered at different times in the WA. The narrative records contained rich descriptions of the 

context surrounding periods of high engagement and disengagement including the participants’ 

and facilitators’ behaviours, the environmental conditions and key events or incidents that 

happened immediately prior to or during the period of engagement. The researcher continually 

referred to the original field notes to guide the writing of the narrative reports, using these notes 

to provide the contextual descriptions. The connected incidents were reported chronologically 

to create a final narrative account for each of the 24 participants.  

Phase 2.2: Identifying trajectories of engagement. 

Each participants’ descriptive narrative record was read in full, allowing the researcher 

to consider the unique observations that constituted engagement and disengagement for each 

participant. For example, smiling suggested emotional engagement for Lewis, whereas Ariana 
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smiled a lot, thus observing Ariana smile was a less significant observation than observing 

Lewis smile. As suggested by Janosz et al. (2008), to get an extensive representation of the 

trajectories of engagement, the experience should be divided into three-time periods. Therefore, 

for each of the 24 participants the WA experience was split into three-time points: the beginning 

(days 1-5), middle (days 6-11) and end (days 12-16). The beginning section covers base camp, 

the middle covers the first half of the expedition and the end is the final stages of the expedition. 

Each time point was taken in turn, and high periods of engagement and high periods of 

disengagement were identified using the conceptualisation of engagement and disengagement 

developed for this research (e.g., behavioural, cognitive and emotional; see Table 2). The 

patterns of engagement were projected onto graphs for each participant to clearly identify the 

individual differences in engagement trajectories. The participants were then systematically 

grouped together based on patterns reflecting common engagement trajectories. Short 

descriptions were created for each trajectory group and titles were assigned to each group. 

Descriptive labels for each trajectory were also developed to represent the crux of each 

trajectory. For ease of understanding, each participants’ engagement trajectory was then 

illustrated in the form of a graphic image. The graphic images were produced as a graph with a 

line to represent the pattern of engagement. The X axis represents time in the WA and the lines 

projected onto the graphs represent increases and decreases in engagement. The positioning of 

the line on the graphs are arbitrary and not absolute. The graphic images are presented in Chapter 

Six. 

Phase 2.3: Selecting participant narratives. 

After the trajectories had been identified and systematically grouped together based on 

the pattern of engagement, a purposive sampling method was used to select the narrative reports 

included in Chapter Six. Two participant narrative reports were selected for each trajectory to 

provide an illustration of the different factors that influenced engagement and disengagement 

within each trajectory group. Furthermore, the two participants were purposefully selected to 
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include one participant from each case to illustrate the similarities across the cases, thus 

increasing transferability (this is discussed in detail next). 

Evaluating the quality of the research. 

This section addresses the importance of rigorous and systematic approaches to 

qualitative research (Patton, 2015). For findings to be utilised in real a world setting it is essential 

to evaluate the quality of the research. This can be challenging when conducting qualitative 

research since, unlike quantitative research, there is a lack of agreement of good quality criteria 

for this type of research (Rolfe, 2006). It is important to avoid using language created for other 

forms of research when evaluating qualitative methods (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). 

Conventional terms such as internal validity, external validity, reliability and objectivity are 

inappropriate to use in a qualitative setting due to the inherent differences in terms of 

philosophical positions and purpose, as well as the non-standardised nature of qualitative 

research (Rolfe, 2006). In agreement with this, Lincoln and Guba (1985) have suggested 

different criteria to be used to assess the rigor of qualitative research. A number of terms have 

been identified with parallel criteria to those used in quantitative research, which are able to 

assess matters of validity and reliability specifically designed for qualitative research (Lincoln 

& Guba, 1985). These are: credibility, transferability and dependability. While these terms will 

be discussed, it is important to understand the qualitative criteria do not accomplish exactly the 

same goals as the quantitative terms (Morrow, 2005). 

Credibility. 

In qualitative research, credibility refers to the conventionally used term internal 

validity, meaning the internal consistency of the research (Gasson, 2003). Prolonged 

engagement and persistent observation can enhance the credibility of the research by helping to 

gain a full understanding of the phenomena being investigated (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). In this 

research credibility was addressed through the intense nature of IPO. This method follows the 
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ethnographic principle that spending time with, doing the same activities, and being alongside 

the participants allows a deeper understanding and recognition of patterns in behaviour, 

therefore increasing the credibility of the research (Fetterman, 2010). In addition, any influences 

on the data collection, for example the researcher’s low mood while observing, were recorded 

and included in the data analysis. The reader may not share the researcher’s interpretation, but 

this method allows the reader to determine how judgments have been reached by the researcher 

(Koch, 2006). 

Transferability. 

Transferability in qualitative research corresponds to external validity or generalisability 

of the research, or the extent to which the researcher can make claims for a general theory of 

their research (Gasson, 2003). Thick descriptions including the context, research methods and 

examples of raw data should be highlighted to allow the reader to make their own interpretations 

regarding the transferability of the findings (Stake, 1995). In the current research, the context is 

described in detail to allow judgments to be made regarding the transferability of the findings 

to other contexts (Stake, 1995). Furthermore, by combining both participation as a participant, 

and observation as a researcher during data collection, the researcher is able to acknowledge 

different perspectives, which can be combined to increase the transferability of the phenomenon 

under investigation (Mark & Shotland, 1987). Finally, sufficient detail regarding the research 

context, processes, participants and the relationship between the researcher and participants are 

provided in the IPO evaluation in Chapter Seven to enable the reader to gain a full picture of the 

research process. This leaves the reader able to make their own decision as to how the findings 

may transfer to other youth programmes or contexts. 

Dependability. 

Dependability refers to reliability and the issue of consistency across the research in data 

collection and analysis techniques (Gasson, 2003; Guba & Lincoln, 1989). The concern for 
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dependability is to ensure the research is undertaken in a consistent manner (Long & Johnson, 

2000). Rigor can be achieved by detailing any decisions made through the research process. 

This involves comprehensive notes detailing the contextual background of the data and provides 

a rationale for any interpretive and methodological judgments made by the researcher 

(Houghton, Casey, Shaw, & Murphy, 2013). It is important that personal contributions are 

included in any details of decision-making as the researcher is part of the research instrument 

(Rodgers & Cowles, 1993). This issue has been addressed in the current research by explaining 

the analysis process in detail, as well as keeping a comprehensive chronology of the research 

processes. The analysis was completed by the researcher with consultation from her academic 

supervisors who provided advice regarding the themes and participated in the process of refining 

the themes. Apart from the advice received from the supervisors, no other researchers were 

involved in the analysis. The use of external researchers in analysis is suggested to be more 

suited to quantitative research as it is unrealistic to expect another researcher to have the same 

insights about a data set (Morse, 1994). Indeed, Armstrong, Gosling, Weinman and Marteau 

(1997) found considerable variation between six experienced researchers during analysis of a 

13,500 word focus group data set. Variation was found in the coding frameworks and the 

language used in these frameworks. Furthermore, Atkinson (1992) found that researchers 

returning to their data several years after conducting their original analyses found different 

meanings from the data. This suggests meanings derived from the data during analysis are made 

at the time of doing the interpretation (Atkinson, 1992). Overall, the meaning from qualitative 

data is made rather than found, and it is the researcher’s role to produce the best interpretation 

of the case (Mauthner, Parry, & Backett-Milburn, 1998).  

No formal assessment of researcher reliability was conducted due to the fact the 

researcher was responsible for collecting and analysing all the observations (Volling, 1997). As 

suggested by Barbour (2001), the researcher’s PhD supervisors oversaw all phases of analysis 

and were involved in discussions regarding coding and the generation of themes. The researcher 
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completed the full analysis twice, as a method to ascertain if the same themes were identified 

and to check for alternative interpretations. As Barbour (2001) mentions, it is important that a 

systematic course of analysis is followed and that this process is clearly detailed in the written 

project. Barbour acknowledges that following and detailing the analysis process is more 

important than if the observations are carried out by a team of researchers compared with one 

researcher alone.  

 

Chapter Summary 

In summary, an innovative research methodology was chosen to address an important 

gap in the existing PYD programming literature to unpick the ‘black box’ of engagement of an 

OA based component of a PYD programme. After examining the methods currently used in this 

field, it became apparent that a methodology rarely used in youth programming research could 

be used to ensure an in-depth view of engagement in the WA component of Project K. The use 

of IPO enables a holistic view of the WA at both a group and an individual level. This detailed 

view of the experiences of participants in the WA provides the depth of data necessary to address 

the research objectives outlined in Chapter One. Thematic analysis was conducted and key 

themes for both group and individual engagement and disengagement were uncovered from the 

data. These themes are presented in Chapter Five. As a method to maintain the holistic nature 

of the WA and to illustrate the uniqueness of participant experiences, narrative recordings were 

also developed. These allowed the identification of the different trajectories of engagement 

experienced in the WA, which are presented in Chapter Six. 
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Chapter Five: Themes of Engagement 

 

The previous chapter provided a detailed explanation of the methodology used in this 

research as well as providing an in-depth description of how the data were collected in the field. 

The process of analysis was also discussed in terms of how themes were generated from the 

field notes through thematic analysis. In the current chapter, the themes that were constructed 

through the thematic analysis of the field notes are presented to answer the first and second 

objective outlined in Chapter One by identifying the key factors that influenced engagement and 

disengagement in Project K’s WA. As mentioned in Chapter Four, during the analysis the three 

types of engagement (behavioural, cognitive and emotional) were combined to form a composite 

measure of engagement. In this chapter, the researcher identifies the distinct types of 

engagement and disengagement in relation to the themes to enable a deeper understanding of 

engagement in the WA.  

 

Chapter Overview 

The chapter begins with a discussion of the themes that influenced engagement, which 

is followed by a discussion of the themes related to disengagement. Three first-level themes 

have been identified as influencing engagement, and three first-level themes have been 

identified as influencing disengagement (see Figure 1). Throughout this chapter the themes are 

introduced following the same structure. A thematic map will be provided at the beginning of 

the results of each first-level theme to illustrate the second-level themes. As mentioned in 

Chapter Four, engagement was analysed at both the group and individual level. Hence, some of 

the second-level themes were only observed at the group level, some only at the individual level, 

and some were observed at both the individual and group level of engagement. To aid clarity 
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throughout the chapter the level at which the theme was identified is noted at the beginning of 

each second-level theme. When a theme is relevant to both levels, the individual level will be 

discussed first, followed by the group level. Titles of the themes are italicised throughout the 

chapter to provide further clarity. Italicised field notes have been embedded within the text to 

help illustrate the points made, and to provide more context to the situations in which high 

engagement or disengagement occurred. The field notes illustrate one example of the theme 

influencing engagement or disengagement in the WA at either an individual or group level. Due 

to word limit restrictions, only one example of one participant’s experience related to each 

indiviudal level theme is provided. The field notes have not been edited, with the exception of 

including editorial coments in brackets where additional clarification is needed. Each field note 

is identified by the case it originated from. The term “C1” is used for extracts from Case 1, and 

the term “C2” is used for extracts from Case 2. The day and time of day the extract was recorded 

is also included to contextualise the specific observation. For example, (C1, day 5, 7pm), 

specifies the field note was from Case 1 and was recorded on the fifth day of the WA at 7pm.   
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Figure 1. Thematic map of the first-level themes that were found to influence engagement and 

disengagement in the wilderness adventure. 

  

Engagement 

Guided by the literature presented in Chapter Three, engagement has been 

conceptualised as involving three components: behavioural, cognitive and emotional. The 

observed experiences associated with each type of engagement in the context of this research 

can be found in Table 2 in Chapter Four (p. 99). To remind the reader, behavioural engagement 

was identified as behaviours such as adhering to rules and volunteering for an activity, cognitive 

engagement involved going beyond the requirements of a task and thinking strategically, and 

emotional engagement includes positive and negative emotions related to an activity. As 

illustrated in Figure 1, three first-level themes reflect factors that were found to influence 
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engagement in the WA. These themes are: the nature of the activities and the environment, peer 

support, and facilitator skills.  

Nature of the activities and the environment. 

In both cases, engagement was observed to be influenced by the participants’ 

experiences of the nature of the activities and the environment. Seven second-level themes were 

identified to capture unique aspects that increased engagement within this theme (see Figure 2). 

The first of these is the natural environment, and demonstrates the positive effects of the 

wilderness environment on engagement. The novelty of the environment and the activities also 

appeared to increase engagement and represents new experiences, or experiences that are unique 

to the wilderness setting. Engagement appeared to increase if there was a feeling of necessity 

when completing an activity. This explicitly refers to the understanding that there was no option 

other than to engage in a task in order to complete it. Increased engagement was observed when 

the participants experienced feelings of accomplishment after completing an activity, as well as 

taking part in reflections, such as reflecting on their WA experiences, or reflecting on life in 

general. When the participants were given the role of leader of the day their engagement 

appeared to increase, suggesting there was a positive influence of leadership on engagement. 

Finally, activities that had an element of competition between the participants appeared to 

increase participant engagement.  
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Natural environment. 

The experience of being in a natural environment appeared to have a positive influence 

on engagement only at a group level. The following observation was taken when the group had 

their first experience of being in the wilderness, “During the walk the participants play with 

nature, they pick up stones and throw them in the water, they count the number of things e.g. 

cracks in the stone and run and play shouting in the caves” (C1, day 1, 10am). This field note 

demonstrates the interest and enjoyment experienced simply by being in this setting. It is likely 

that these positive feelings will contribute to the formation of emotional connections to the 

wilderness, thus illustrating emotional engagement. The group was later observed to engage at 

a cognitive level in the natural environment when they faced a bridge with a limited number of 

people allowed on it at one time. The following observation illustrates their engagement, “There 

was a small bridge which would only allow 10 people at a time, all participants helped to count 

as people went on so it didn’t exceed 10” (C1, day 1, 10am). Cognitive engagement was 

observed here as the participants performed the task in a strategic manner. All members of the 

Nature of the activities and 
the environment

Natural 
environment

Novelty Necessity Accomplishment Reflection Leadership Competition

Figure 2. Thematic map of the second-level themes found to influence engagement in the wilderness 

adventure under the first-level theme of the nature of the activities and the environment. 
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group were involved in this task, providing evidence of group engagement. These extracts 

demonstrate that the experience of being in the natural environment alone was enough to engage 

the group at both a cognitive and emotional level of engagement. 

Novelty. 

The experience of being in the wilderness setting itself was a novel experience for most 

of the participants. Because the participants were all living in a large urban centre, it is possible 

that the setting, activities and experiences were new or novel to participants, as these 

environments may not have been part of their everyday life experiences. This was observed at 

an individual and group level, and it was observed to be especially prevalent at an individual 

level as all the participants displayed engagement towards the novelty of the WA. An example 

of the influence the novel environment had on engagement can be seen in Tane’s experience 

from Case 2, when he took a special interest in the tramp, “Tane sees a map on the path – he is 

very interested in the route.” (C2, day 3, 11am), “Tane asks Facilitator Sophie if he can use the 

camera – he is engaged and taking photos [of the] beautiful scenery“(C2, day 3, 2pm). The 

tramp is a novel experience as it is unique to the wilderness setting. Tane appeared to engage at 

a cognitive level through showing strategic thinking by looking at the signs, and at an emotional 

level by demonstrating an interest in the wilderness environment.  

At a group level, the influence novel activities had on engagement can be seen in Case 

1 during a reflective activity, “Facilitator James asks what are some cool things you have done 

so far? All shout out answers…’new experiences’ seems to be the most common coolest thing 

they have had on the trip” (C1, day 10, 6pm). Here, the theme is reflected by the participants as 

they discuss the influence of novel experiences in the WA. As interest and enjoyment are 

conceptualised as emotional, this extract illustrates emotional engagement. Furthermore, 

through informal conversations with the participants in both cases it became evident that 

kayaking was a particularly novel activity as many of the participants said they had not kayaked 
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before. With this in mind, it is noteworthy that engagement during kayaking was particularly 

high in both cases when compared with other activities that were less novel (e.g., bike ride). 

Engagement was observed in a number of ways. First, engagement was seen through positive 

feelings towards the activity, as kayaking was the activity the participants showed the most 

excitement towards. The following examples from both cases illustrate the excitement 

experienced while preparing for kayaking, “All participants help and encourage each other 

when getting into kayaks. There is lots of excitement” (C1, day 4, 9am), “Participants ask about 

kayaking over the next few days“(C2, day 3, 8pm), and the positive feelings felt while kayaking, 

“We have an amazing couple of hours on the sea. Everyone is singing, all stick together and 

play games/chat“ (C1, day 15, 11am), “Lauren singing really loud the whole way. Aimee and 

Neeva sing and count to 100” (C2, day 7, 9am). These extracts illustrate the positive emotions 

felt towards kayaking in the form of excitement and enjoyment (e.g., singing), and demonstrate 

emotional engagement. Furthermore, high group engagement was also noted for novel 

experiences on a smaller scale. This included during novel activities unique to the wilderness, 

such as cooking using a camping stove, “They all engage and help each other with the cooking 

which is on one picnic table in the middle of all the tents” (C1, day 2, 5pm) and swimming in a 

small natural water hole, “Swimming hole 2:30 – all go in! Encourage each other to get in… 

Participants enjoyed it yesterday and chose to come today” (C2, day 2, 2pm). These extracts 

reflect emotional engagement through experiencing positive feelings towards a novel activity. 

Necessity. 

Another way in which the activities encouraged engagement at an individual and a group 

level was through necessity. At an individual level, the participants were observed to complete 

activities despite challenges on a number of occasions, suggesting necessity was important to 

the development of behavioural engagement. Hemi’s experience kayaking in Case 2 provides 

an example of engaging due to necessity. Hemi was in a double kayak with Rishan on Day 8, 

when Rishan suddenly became unwell, “Rishan is sick and tired and cold so Hemi does all 
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paddling. Rishan throws up. Facilitator Daniel tries to tow them but capsizes so Facilitator 

Mark goes to help too“ (C2, day 8, 3pm). As can be seen in the extract, the facilitators tried to 

help but they capsized. Despite this, Hemi remained calm and paddled his and Rishan’s kayak 

back to the shore, thus demonstrating behavioural engagement. Hemi’s behavioural engagement 

appeared to develop out of necessity as there was no option other than for Hemi to kayak to the 

shore.   

At a group level, the theme of necessity can be seen in Case 1 during a physically 

challenging kayak. The group had set off late for their final 12km kayak, resulting in much 

harsher physical conditions than usually expected. The group was in the middle of a large stretch 

of ocean between two small islands, and their only option was to carry on kayaking to get to the 

next island despite the physical challenge. The following extracts illustrate the physical 

challenge the group was facing, “The next 12km are horrendous – really tough wind and waves. 

Participants all do really well and don’t give up… 3 hours of really tough conditions.” (C1, day 

14, 5pm). As can be seen in the field note, the group participated in the activity well and were 

determined to continue despite the physical challenge. This demonstrates a level of behavioural 

engagement. Following this, they were then faced with bringing the kayaks over the beach and 

onto a grassy area to keep them from being washed away into the sea overnight. The group knew 

that they had to complete this task before they were able to change into dry clothes, resulting in 

engagement from all participants, “All [the participants are] good at helping, no one does 

nothing despite the cold” (C1, day 14, 6pm). As the field note illustrates, all the participants 

were behaviourally engaged by taking part in the activity despite the harsh conditions. The harsh 

conditions can be illustrated in the following extract, “We arrive at the beach – all so cold and 

wet – freezing. Have to pull all the kayaks up the beach onto the grass. They are really heavy 

and we have frozen fingers. Cameron is crying over his poorly foot. Logan cries and shivers” 

(C1, day 14, 6pm).  Engagement in this instance appears to be at a behavioural level, but there 
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is also evidence of emotional engagement due to the presence of negative emotions (e.g., 

crying).  

Accomplishment. 

Engagement appeared to develop only at an individual level as a result of experiencing 

personal success when completing a physical challenge. This theme was observed for all of the 

participants at some point in their WA experiences. Accomplishment was observed when an 

individual completed an activity they struggled with. Signs of struggle include consistently 

stopping for breaks, verbalising the difficulty they were facing and attempting to, or explicitly 

saying that they wanted to give up. An example of engagement developing through 

accomplishment can be seen in Rishan’s experience during the tramp in Case 2. On Day 14 the 

group took part in a long tramp through the wilderness, and Rishan showed signs of struggling 

throughout the activity, “Rishan struggles out front again – keeps stopping” (C2, day 14, 11am), 

“Hemi and Oliver took some of Rishan’s stuff today to make his pack lighter” (C2, day 14, 

4pm). His completion of the tramp despite facing personal challenges illustrates behavioral 

engagement. Following this struggle, Rishan showed a high level of engagement during the 

evening. He demonstrated cognitive engagement by going beyond the requirements of the task 

and leading the evening meeting, “Rishan helps lead meeting too – gets the group focused and 

keeps asking what the group goal should be.” (C2, day 14, 8pm). This is an important 

observation as Rishan was usually quiet and gave minimal input in meetings. Rishan’s 

experience in the tramp also appeared to encourage his emotional engagement as he was 

observed to reflect on his own personal musings, “Rishan says he needs to work on being 

positive about himself” (C2, day 14, 9pm). It appeared that by experiencing success in a difficult 

activity Rishan could engage at all three levels.  
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Reflection. 

Throughout both cases there were periods of time that were dedicated to reflective 

activities. Reflections were either undertaken in a group format through group discussions, or 

they were individual activities, typically involving structured periods of time alone. In the 

context of this research, reflective activities included a variety of activities such as: one-on-one 

time with facilitators, solos (short periods of time spent alone), writing speeches, writing letters 

home, writing a letter to themselves or any group discussion based on reflections. Reflective 

activities were observed to influence engagement at an individual and group level. At an 

individual level, reflective activities gave participants the opportunity to process their 

experiences. This appeared to have a positive influence on a number of participants. 

Interestingly, the participants that appeared to be influenced by reflective activities were those 

who were less confident in the physical challenges. An example of this can be seen in Case 1 in 

Olivia’s experience where she was observed to be highly engaged following a solo and one-on-

one with the facilitator, “[Olivia] opened up lots. Really insightful. Working on voicing her 

opinion and to be more considerate as a group” (C1, day 6, 3pm). Olivia was engaging at a 

cognitive level as she reflects on the attributes she wishes to improve. There is also evidence of 

an emotional level of engagement as she acknowledged she wanted to be more considerate to 

the group, which suggests feelings of empathy and connection towards others. Following this 

reflective exercise Olivia was observed to be engaged in a number of ways, examples of which 

can be seen in the following extracts, “Feedback given to leaders... Olivia, Ariana, Max 

volunteer answers for Cameron” (C1, day 6, 6pm), “Olivia looks for jobs to help” (C1, day 6, 

7pm). Olivia’s engagement was observed at a cognitive level by providing feedback, and 

behaviourally by looking for jobs. These observations reflect Olivia’s attempt to achieve her 

goals of wanting to voice her opinion (she does this by providing feedback), and being more 

considerate to the group (she does this by providing feedback and by looking for jobs to help 

the group). 
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At a group level, reflective activities had a positive effect on engagement during group 

discussions. An example of this can be seen in Case 1, where the group was observed to be 

engaged in a discussion centred on how they can become more efficient in the mornings, 

“Facilitators say if we had left on time we would have been at the hut before dark and be able 

to chill and play games. We discuss how they can get better – high engagement, lots of answers” 

(C1, day 8, 8pm). In this instance, the group had been late leaving camp in the morning, resulting 

in having to walk in the dark for the final two hours and having no free time to relax in the 

evening. The group’s high engagement was illustrated cognitively by strategically thinking of 

ways in which they can be more efficient the following morning.  

Leadership. 

As mentioned in Chapter Four, one of the key characteristics of the WA in Project K 

was to have two participant leaders for each day. A common observation across both cases was 

that the two participants who were leaders for the day had more frequent observations of 

engagement in comparison to other days in the WA. Due to the individual nature of this theme 

it is only reported at an individual level. Hana from Case 1 provides an example of a noticeable 

increase in engagement on a day she was leader. Hana had previously been a shy member of the 

group, however there was a substantial change in her behaviour when she was given the role of 

leader for the day on Day 5. To put this behaviour change into context, the following observation 

is provided to illustrate Hana’s behaviour the day before her first leadership day, “Hana speaks 

so quietly no one can hear”, “Facilitator Chloe pushes Hana until she says her ideas out loud 

herself” (C1, day 4, 9pm). This shows Hana’s shy nature and her reluctance to speak out in front 

of the group. On Day 5, Hana’s first day as a leader, the following field notes were recorded to 

demonstrate her change in behaviour, “Hana and Ariana volunteer to help with food” (C1, day 

5, 2pm), “Hana asks for help - she is not usually so vocal and is really coming out of her shell” 

(C1, day 5, 5pm), “Sofia volunteers to dry the dishes, Hana tells Max he must take over from 

her” (C1, day 5, 8pm). These field notes illustrate how Hana had become engaged in the WA 
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due to her role as leader of the day. She engaged in a behavioural sense by volunteering for 

tasks. Cognitive engagement is evidenced as she attempted to advance her learning by asking 

for help as well as her ability to cope with conflict by ordering participants to do specific jobs. 

Hana also displayed an emotional level of engagement, which can be seen in the following 

extract, “There is a discussion about who had to sacrifice something so you are here… Hana 

gives a very open answer about her aunty bringing her up.” (C1, day 5, 8pm). This shows Hana 

is emotionally connecting to the group and to the WA as a whole while in her leadership role. 

Competition. 

The sense of competition appeared to influence engagement only at a group level. This 

was observed when the facilitators would encourage competition within the group or when the 

activity itself naturally had a sense of competition. An example of this can be seen in Case 1 

during an afternoon playing games on the beach. One game involved the group racing from one 

point to another point on the beach and successfully taking a bottle from the other side. There 

was one less bottle than number of participants, hence the slowest participant would not get a 

bottle and would be eliminated from that round. Engagement during this activity is captured in 

the following extract, “Participants get really into it and laugh and compare how they did” (C1, 

day 4, 2pm). The participant’s laughter shows enjoyment and the comparison of achievement 

between the participant’s shows enthusiasm, both of which are observations linked to emotional 

engagement.  

Peer support. 

Across both cases, instances of peer support were repeatedly observed during periods of 

high engagement, suggesting that this aspect had a strong influence on engagement. Three 

different types of social support were identified as important to engagement, each encompassing 

instances when participants within the group provided or received social support (see Figure 3). 

Emotional support was observed when there were feelings of empathy, caring, acceptance, 
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encouragement and connection (House, 1981). Informational support was observed when there 

was provision or receipt of advice or information (House, 1981; Malecki & Demaray, 2003), 

and instrumental support included tangible actions such as providing resources or physical 

assistance (Malecki & Demarary, 2003). As well as specific types of social support, 

opportunities for teamwork also appeared to increase engagement. This included physical and 

cognitive activities that required the participants to work together to succeed in a task.  

 

Figure 3. Thematic Map of the second-level themes found to influence engagement in the 

wilderness adventure under the first-level theme of peer support. 

Emotional support. 

Throughout both cases a notable number of instances of peer emotional support were 

observed during periods of high engagement at both an individual and a group level. This was 

observed frequently at an individual level when participants would show engagement shortly 

after receiving emotional support from their peers. An example of this can be seen in Annie’s 

experience in Case 1. During an evening meeting, the facilitators asked the group to rate how 

they thought they were doing so far in the WA. The rating was given by the number of fingers 

held up, five being the highest and representing the feeling they were doing very well, and no 

fingers representing the lowest score suggesting they feel they are not doing well. This can be 

seen in the following extract, “Facilitator Chloe asks [the participants] for a finger rating for 

themselves. Annie gives 2 [fingers], Facilitator James asks the group if they agree and they say 
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no, she [Annie] smiles shyly and looks happy with this response.” (C1, day 4, 5pm). The group 

verbalised that they believed Annie was doing better than she thought she was in the WA, 

therefore providing encouragement to her. Annie reacted positively to this by smiling and 

appearing happy, which are signs of emotional engagement. Following this incident Annie 

engaged behaviourally by volunteering for activities during the evening, as can be seen in the 

following extract, “Xavier steps in to help in the kitchen. Olivia, Max, Annie volunteer 

afterwards too.” (C1, day 4, 6pm). This was the first time Annie volunteered to help with a 

group task, suggesting high engagement in relation to her usual observations. It appeared the 

emotional support received from the group created positive emotions for Annie which affected 

her emotional engagement. It may also be that this increased her feelings of connection to the 

group, which resulted in her volunteering in an activity that would benefit the group.  

At a group level, the importance of emotional support can be seen in Case 2 during a 

group discussion. During this discussion, the facilitators asked the group what helped them 

complete the tramp, during which the following observation was made, “All participants 

highlight support and encouragement from each other.” (C2, day 16, 10am). In this extract, the 

group were acknowledging that receiving emotional support from their peers encouraged 

behavioural engagement in the activities. In addition to receiving emotional support, those 

participants who provided emotional support demonstrated behavioural engagement by putting 

in effort towards the task. 

Informational support. 

Informational support was observed to influence engagement regularly at both an 

individual and group level. At an individual level, an increase in engagement can be seen on 

Day 6 in Case 1 when Aaliyah provided informational support to the participants during the 

clean-up of the camp, “Aaliyah offers guidance with how to dry the dishes the fastest way” (C1, 

day 6, 10am). Aaliyah was displaying cognitive engagement by providing informational support 
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as she was thinking deeply about the task and how the participants can complete it efficiently. 

This had a positive effect on the two participants who were washing up as they did not leave the 

task until it was complete, “Ariana and Max stay drying until finished” (C1, day 6, 10am). 

Ariana and Max were demonstrating their behavioural engagement in the task. This is an 

important observation as washing up was the least popular task and often participants would try 

and find someone else to finish it. 

At a group level, William’s provision of informational support was seen to encourage 

the group’s engagement on Day 2 in Case 1. William was the leader for the day, and was given 

the responsibility of demonstrating to the group how to cook using the camping stove, “William 

gets the participants together with equipment. Facilitator Luke gets him to demonstrate how it 

all works. All the participants stand around and are focused watching.” (C1, day 2, 5pm). 

William was displaying behavioural engagement by carrying out the task required of him as 

leader and the group’s focus demonstrates their cognitive engagement in the task. 

Instrumental support. 

At an individual level only, there were an abundant number of observations of 

engagement following the receipt of instrumental support from peers. One example of this can 

be seen in Case 1 in Sofia’s experience on the first day of the tramp. Sofia was observed to 

struggle on the tramp, “Sofia struggles before we even get onto the proper track.” (C1, day 7, 

9am), which led to a number of participants providing supportive physical actions to her, “Hana, 

Annie, Ariana hold her [Sofia] hand and help her [Sofia].” (C1, day 7, 9am), “Sofia blames her 

bag for being the problem, Ariana takes it for her” (C1, day 7, 10am), “Xavier holds Sofia’s 

bag for a lot of the walk – physical help” (C1, day 7, 4pm). As can be seen in the field notes, 

Sofia struggled with the activity and the group responded to this struggle by providing her with 

instrumental support through physical actions of assistance. The participants strategically 

thought of ways to help Sofia, suggesting a cognitive level of engagement. Their desire to help 
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Sofia by showing empathy and caring for her also demonstrates emotional engagement. 

Following the receipt of instrumental support, Sofia was observed to engage with the group 

during the evening, which contrasted with her usual disengaged appearance. This engagement 

was observed during cooking, “Sofia is more chatty than previously” (C1, day 7, 7pm), and 

during the evening meeting, “Sofia sat on table and joins in.” (C1, day 7, 9pm). The observation 

that socialising is unusual behaviour for Sofia suggests she was feeling a closer connection and 

enjoyment at being with the group, which is an indicator of emotional engagement.  

Teamwork. 

Teamwork was observed on a number of occasions at a group level only, and it was 

observed through physical challenges and group games. In terms of physical challenge, the 

participants in Case 2 were observed to have a high level of engagement at the end of a day 

kayaking when they needed to work together to pull the kayaks over a hill. In this instance, high 

engagement was specifically noted in the field notes, “Have to pull kayaks 500m over rocks – 

hard – heavy rain. All engage really well. Have to then drag kayaks up over [the] bank and push 

them down to the campsite… they [the participants] move boats even when the facilitators 

leave” (C2, day 7, 1pm). This extract illustrates the physical challenge of having to move large 

kayaks, as well as the harsh physical condition of heavy rain. Despite this challenge, the group 

was observed to behaviourally engage even when the facilitators were absent. The task required 

teamwork as four participants were needed to move one boat.  

In addition to physical challenge, group games involving teamwork were also observed 

to increase engagement. This can be seen in the following example from Case 2. In this group 

game, the participants were split into pairs, with one of the pairs blindfolded. The participant 

with vision had to guide their blind partner to specific areas in the campsite. Engagement in this 

task was captured in the following extract, “Participants work well – no silliness.” (C2, day 5, 

9am). Here, the group appeared to be behaviourally engaged as they followed the rules, and 
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cognitively engaged by remaining focused and not becoming distracted. After some time passed 

the task increased in difficulty. The group was then split into two groups of six, with one 

participant leading five blind participants in a line around various obstacles in the campsite. The 

participant with vision was at the back of the line with the five blindfolded participants in a line 

facing the front. The group’s engagement during this time was captured in the following extract, 

“Participants are fully engaged, the task is serious and fun – laughter from participants.” (C2, 

day 5, 10am). In addition to behavioural and cognitive engagement, the participants can be seen 

engaging at an emotional level by experiencing enjoyment. The task then increased in difficulty 

once more with the addition of the rule that all communication had to be in silence. This required 

the group to discuss the tactics they would use for communication. Engagement at this point 

was captured in the following observation, “Hemi comes up with good tactic to do this 

[communicate]. Others come up with ideas too – all engaged.” (C2, day 5, 10am). There was a 

high level of cognitive engagement as the participants used strategic thinking to complete the 

task. It appears the increase in difficulty and the requirement to work together in this task helped 

to maintain the high level of engagement throughout the activity.  

Facilitator skills. 

Throughout the WA the facilitators were observed to be flexible in their approach to the 

group and to individual participants. This flexible approach allowed them to adapt the WA to 

suit the needs of the participants, thus creating an optimal environment for engagement. The 

facilitators were able to provide specific types of support to the group when it appeared 

necessary. When this support was delivered at the right time for the group it had a positive 

influence on their engagement. This theme was comprised of four second-level themes (see 

Figure 4). One of the ways the facilitators positively influenced engagement was through the 

provision of emotional support. This included behaviours such as showing empathy, acceptance 

and encouragement to the participants. In line with this is also the provision of instrumental 
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support. This was observed through behaviours such providing guidance and supportive actions 

to the participants, and making helpful suggestions to assist the group in a task. The facilitators 

also appeared to encourage engagement by supporting the autonomy of the participants. At an 

individual level, supporting autonomy was observed when the facilitators gave individuals a 

choice in decision-making and when they had responsibilities within the group. At a group level, 

this was observed when the facilitators gave responsibilities to the group (e.g., making group 

decisions), and when the group oversaw the successful completion of an activity. Finally, when 

the facilitators were noted to be specifically adapting to the needs of the participants, 

engagement increased. This includes behaviours to prevent disengagement and adapting 

activities to encourage and maintain engagement. 

 

Figure 4. Thematic Map of the second-level themes found to influence engagement in the 

wilderness adventure under the first-level theme of facilitator skills. 

Provision of emotional support. 

A common observation across both cases was to observe engagement immediately after 

the facilitators provided emotional support to the group, hence this second-level theme was 

observed only at a group level. An example of this can be seen in Case 1 during the final day 

biking. The facilitators provided emotional support through encouragement to the group, as well 
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as acting in a manner that showed inclusion of all members of the group, “Facilitator Luke 

cheers and encourages throughout. Facilitator Chloe the same, rides with everyone at different 

times so they feel included” (C1, day 13, 10am). The following extract illustrates the group’s 

engagement, “There is a positive happy feeling to the group. They ride really well, all stay 

together even though we get split up when some walk up hills and some bike- always wait at the 

top for everyone.” (C1, day 13, 11am). Engagement in this instance can be seen behaviourally, 

as the group was observed to ride well, and emotionally, by the presence of a positive feeling 

within the group. The group also showed signs of emotional engagement by appearing 

connected as they would all wait for each other. It appears the facilitators offering emotional 

support encouraged the group to emotionally support each other by developing empathy and a 

sense of connection, thus increasing their emotional engagement. 

Provision of informational support. 

The provision of informational support often appeared to influence engagement at an 

individual and a group level. At an individual level, engagement increased in participants after 

having one-on-one support from a facilitator when learning a new skill. An example of this can 

be seen Case 1 when Facilitator Luke taught Xavier how to cook, “Facilitator Luke shows Max 

and Xavier what to do [cooking] then leave them alone to do it. Both work together and ask 

each other for help” (C1, day 1, 6pm). This extract illustrates Xavier and Max’s cognitive 

engagement as they sought help from each other, demonstrating strategic thinking. For the 

remainder of the WA, Xavier was engaged in cooking activities on most days, as demonstrated 

via the sample of extracts taken at various points during the WA, “Xavier [is the] head chef… 

Max and Xavier made dessert and serve it, goes down very well and they look happy and proud” 

(C1, day 4, 7pm), “Max does a lot for breakfast, Xavier volunteers to help too.” (C1, day 6, 

7am), “Without even trying Xavier is a leader [in the kitchen]” (C1, day 11, 7pm), “William 

also helps [to cook] along with Max, Xavier, Olivia... we all have a great time cooking chatting 

eating and drinking tea” (C1, day 15, 7pm). These field notes suggest Xavier’s engagement in 
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the form of positive emotions (e.g., happiness, pride), suggesting emotional engagement. There 

are also instances of behavioural engagement by volunteering to help cook, and cognitive 

engagement when he took on the role of leading the cooking. It appeared learning the skill of 

cooking on the first day with the support of the facilitator had a positive influence on Xavier’s 

engagement for the duration of the WA as it helped him express his passion for cooking. With 

the informational support of the facilitator he found, and successfully learned how to take on, a 

role that he enjoyed fulfilling and one in which he benefited from. 

Similarly to the observation at an individual level, engagement was also observed to 

increase at a group level when the facilitators were teaching the group a new skill. This was 

observed a number of times across both cases in the activity of kayaking, which the majority of 

the participants had never experienced before. Engagement in the group can be observed in the 

following extracts taken from both cases, “Facilitator Luke tells us about each piece of 

equipment and how to put it on. All participants [are] watching and engaged” (C1, day 4, 9am), 

“Facilitator Sophie goes through clothes. Participants step forward and grab gear. Facilitator 

Mark goes through how to use a paddle – all engage” (C2, day 5, 12pm). In Case 1, engagement 

can be seen in a cognitive sense as the participants were observed to be focused on watching the 

instructions. In Case 2 it is explicitly noted that the entire group was engaged when the facilitator 

was teaching them how to use a paddle.  

Supporting autonomy. 

Another factor that appeared to increase engagement was the facilitator’s support of 

participant autonomy. As discussed in the nature of the activities and the environment theme, 

there were aspects of the WA that promoted leadership which represent programme level 

characteristics that appeared to increase engagement through autonomy. Related to this but 

slightly different, this theme represents how the behaviours of the facilitators’ support of the 

participants’ autonomy increased engagement. This second-level theme was regularly observed 



 

129 

 

at an individual and group level. At an individual level, engagement was influenced through the 

facilitators supporting autonomy by giving the participants the responsibility of running the day-

to-day activities in the camp. This appeared to be particularly influential for Madison’s 

engagement in Case 2. Madison showed an interest in culinary tasks during the first two days 

of the WA, “Huia, Madison and Talia volunteer to help with food” (C2, day 1, 11am), “Madison 

comes in and asks the facilitators how to make hot chocolate” (C2, day 2, 8pm). These extracts 

show behavioural engagement as Madison was volunteering for tasks and contributing to the 

running of the WA. There was also an aspect of interest for Madison in cooking as she asked 

questions, demonstrating emotional engagement. In the days following this Madison appeared 

to increase in confidence as she demonstrated a higher level of engagement in her culinary skills, 

“Madison makes hot chocolate – [Madison] asks Facilitator Sophie how to do it and tells her 

its different to what she is saying – nice to see her have confidence and stick up for herself” (C2, 

day 4, 8pm), “Madison comes up with other ideas for dinner instead – great use of initiative” 

(C2, day 5, 8pm). These extracts illustrate a deep level of engagement. Madison displayed 

cognitive engagement by standing up for herself when the facilitators told her to make the hot 

chocolate differently to her method, thus demonstrating going beyond the requirements of the 

task and exerting extra effort. Her cognitive engagement was further illustrated through her 

flexibility and deep level of understanding of the role of cooking as she developed new ideas 

for dinner with limited ingredients. Madison was able to gain confidence in herself through 

having a role as a cook, and through this confidence she engaged deeply.  

At a group level, another way in which the participants’ engagement increased through 

feelings of autonomy was by having the responsibility for their belongings in the WA. This was 

observed to have a positive impact on engagement in Case 2 when, on the final day of physical 

activity the group were instructed to clean all the equipment they had used. This can be captured 

in the following extract taken as a reflection at the end of the penultimate day in the WA, 

“Participants clean tent, bed roll, boots and bag – also did kayaks earlier – teaches them 
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responsibility – have to look after equipment after use” (C2, day 15, 10pm). Engagement can 

be seen in the following extracts during this period of cleaning equipment, “Participants stay 

outside [the cabin] and clean tents and boots. Really good at getting on with jobs“ (C2, day 15, 

2pm), “Facilitator Sophie says ‘wow the shower is free’ – Talia says the participants want to 

get all jobs done before shower – amazing sense of responsibility” (C2, day 15, 3pm). In these 

extracts, the participants were putting the needs of the group in front of their own needs and 

desires for having a shower. Their sense of responsibility for their belongings was high, 

increasing their engagement in the task. Engagement in this instance was at a behavioural level 

as the group were putting effort into the task and working in a self-directed manner. It may be 

of interest to the reader to note the group had not showered in seven days, only having the 

opportunity for one shower during the whole WA on Day 8. Hence the opportunity to have a 

shower was of much higher importance than it would be in everyday life. 

Adapting to the needs of the participants. 

The skills of the facilitators in terms of adapting to the needs of the participants was 

observed at a group level only. An example of increased group engagement as a result of the 

facilitators adapting to the participants needs can be seen in Case 2 on the first day of biking. 

Just before the group began the bike ride Facilitator Mark explained to the participants that he 

would trust them to go at any speed they chose to, and if anyone wanted to ride faster, then they 

could wait for the slower participants to ride ahead and then leave later. This gave the 

participants the opportunity to push themselves at their differing levels of competence on a bike. 

The group’s engagement was captured throughout the activity as can be seen in the following 

extracts, “Group ride really well - keep together the whole time.” (C2, day 10, 12pm), “Great 

ride to school – Participants keep stopping so [they] are all together.” (C2, day 10, 4pm). These 

extracts illustrate behavioural and emotional engagement as the participants completed the ride 

together as a group. The facilitators could adapt the activity to suit the abilities of all the 
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participants and increase inclusion. The participants demonstrated their ability to accept this 

increased responsibility, thus increasing engagement.  

The facilitators were also observed to adapt to the participant’s needs in instances where 

the participants were vulnerable to disengagement. An example to illustrate this can be found in 

Case 2 during a demonstration of how to cook using the cooking stove. This activity required 

the participants to passively sit and watch as it was initially not a hands-on task. In order to 

prevent disengagement, the facilitators employed a number of tactics. One of these was to have 

an interactive quiz to test the participants on the knowledge they had learnt. The activity, along 

with the group’s engagement, is illustrated in the following extracts, “Facilitator Sophie read 

question, buzz in and if correct they come to the front and choose equipment to make pancakes. 

Questions are from what they [have] learnt in last couple of days.” (C2, day 2, 9am), “All 

participants are engaged – fun game” (C2, day 2, 9am). During this activity Facilitator Sophie 

forgot some of her equipment, which required her to leave the group alone for a number of 

minutes. This could potentially cause the group to disengage as there was nothing to keep their 

focus in the activity. In order to prevent disengagement in this situation Facilitator Sophie 

invited the group to test how fast she could get the missing items, “Facilitator Sophie forgot 

something – participants give her 25 seconds to get it. All participants count – keeps them 

engaged.” (C2, day 2, 9am). The act of giving the group something to focus on appeared to 

maintain their cognitive engagement in the activity, even when there was a pause in the activity. 

 

Disengagement 

As described in Chapter Three, disengagement is also conceptualised as involving three 

components: behavioural, cognitive and emotional. The behaviours related to each type of 

disengagement in the context of this research can be found in Table 2 in Chapter Four (p. 99). 

To briefly remind the reader, behavioural disengagement was described as behaviours such as 
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interfering with another person’s experience and creating conflict with others, cognitive 

disengagement involves indicators such as appearing disorganised and distracting others, and 

emotional disengagement incorporates ineffective actions in an activity and purposefully 

directing attention away from an emotional-eliciting event. As illustrated in Figure 1, three first-

level themes were found to affect disengagement in the WA. These are: level of physical 

challenge, negative social influence and limited facilitator attunement. 

Level of physical challenge. 

The level of physical challenge was found to encourage disengagement in two opposing 

ways, which represent the two second-level themes (see Figure 5). First, it was observed that 

participants would disengage due to their experience of too much physical challenge. This was 

observed during periods of especially high activity or when individuals showed signs of 

struggle. Disengagement was also observed to develop due to a lack of challenge. In Case 1 this 

included the travel day, where the group travelled for three hours on the bus and completed a 

reflection exercise on the beach. In Case 2 this included a layover day where the group played 

games and completed reflection exercises at camp. 

 

 

Figure 5. Thematic Map of the second-level themes found to influence disengagement in the 

wilderness adventure under the first-level theme of the level of physical challenge. 
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Too much physical challenge. 

The finding that too much physical challenge influenced disengagement was observed 

at an individual level only, and it can be seen in Sofia’s experience in Case 1. Sofia had never 

ridden a bike before and spent the morning of Day 10 learning how to ride one. She joined the 

group for the morning bike ride, but showed signs of struggling with the activity, “Sofia really 

struggle – keep stopping and holding the whole group up” (C1, day 10, 9am). Following this, 

Sofia decided she was unable to ride her bike and instead she sat in the bus that followed the 

group while the rest of the participants rode their bikes. Later that evening Sofia showed signs 

of disengagement during the evening discussion, “Facilitator James asks what are some cool 

things you have done so far?... Facilitator James asks Sofia directly as she is the only one not 

involved [in the discussion].” (C1, day 10, 5pm). This extract illustrates Sofia’s behavioural 

disengagement in the task. She also appeared to cognitively disengage, through ineffective 

actions during a writing task, “Sofia does her own drawing” (C1, day 10, 6pm). Sofia’s struggle 

in the physical challenge of the bike ride may have contributed to her disengaging from the 

evening activities.  

Lack of challenge. 

The influence of a lack of challenge on disengagement was also observed at an individual 

level only. A small number of participants were observed to disengage during periods where 

there was a lack of challenge, and these tended to be the participants who were physically 

confident in the activities. One participant who appeared to disengage due to a lack of challenge 

was Max from Case 1. In Case 1, the travel day occurred the day before the start of the expedition 

section of the WA, thus providing the group the opportunity to relax before the strenuous 

expedition ahead. During the morning of the travel day Max was observed to be engaged, “Max 

and Xavier help Facilitator Luke pack up food. Max does a lot for breakfast” (C1, day 6, 6am). 

Max’s engagement can be seen at a behavioural level as he volunteered for tasks and exerted 

effort during breakfast. However, as the morning progressed with no physical challenge, Max 
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began to show signs of disengagement. This can be seen in the following extracts, “Xavier and 

Max playing Frisbee but Cameron insists they help the others”, “Xavier helps but Max 

continues to mess around.” (C1, day 6, 10am). Disengagement was observed through Max’s 

refusal to help the group clean and instead play Frisbee with his friend, suggesting behavioural 

disengagement. Similar disengaged behaviours were observed during the afternoon in a 

reflective activity, as well as during the evening in the group discussion. This is illustrated in 

the following field notes, “Cameron and Max mess around– they have the camera.” (C1, day 

6, 3pm), “Lewis and Max play fight” (C1, day 6, 5pm), “She [Facilitator Erika] does notice 

[the disengaged behaviour] and tells off Lewis and Max for being distracting” (C1, day 6, 6pm). 

Max’s disengagement can be seen at an emotional and behavioural level as they suggest 

boredom and a lack of focus during the activity. There was also evidence of cognitive 

disengagement by creating a distraction during a group activity. These behaviours (e.g., play 

fighting) suggest Max had an abundance of energy, which was not noted on any other day in the 

WA. As this was the only day where there was no physical challenge it seems his disengagement 

resulted from a lack of physical challenge, causing Max to experience boredom and preventing 

him from being able to release his high energy levels. 

Negative social influence.  

In the context of this research negative social influence was observed through three 

second-level themes (see Figure 6). First, the presence of a negative social influence appeared 

to create separation from the group for certain individuals, preventing them from engaging. This 

was more common at the beginning of the WA as the group were getting to know each other 

and forming friendships. Second, adverse effects of friendships were noted in relation to 

disengagement as a couple of instances of disengagement in both cases were found to be 

influenced by friendships in the WA. Finally, conflict between participants was also observed 
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to be associated with disengagement. This was observed when there was tension or negative 

actions occurring between two participants. 

 

Figure 6. Thematic Map of the second-level themes found to influence disengagement in the 

wilderness adventure under the first-level theme of negative social influence. 

Separation from the group. 

Most of the time the participants in both cases appeared to connect and bond well. 

However, there were instances in both cases where some form of separation was observed within 

the groups. This tended to be towards the beginning of the WA as the groups were going through 

stages of forming, with less instances towards the end of the WA as the groups had successfully 

formed. This second-level theme was observed at an individual level only, with one example 

observed in Sofia’s experience in Case 1. During the morning of the fourth day it was explicitly 

noted that Sofia appeared to be detached from the group, “Sofia appears left out as all the other 

girls chat together” (C1, day 4, 6am). Later that day during kayaking Sofia’s behaviour 

suggested that she was indeed feeling separate from the rest of the group, “All help bring kayaks 

back out the water and given 20 minutes to pack away. Sofia needs prompts to help others.” 

(C1, day 4, 12pm). Her separation was also observed during a period of free time over lunch, 

“Sofia sits alone in the bus while others [are] outside. After lunch Sofia and Lewis sit alone on 

the bus again, no one seems to notice” (C1, day 4, 2pm), and on a number of occasions during 

the afternoon activity, “Sofia [does] not even try, other participants get really into it [the 

activity]”, “Aaliyah and Annie point out Lewis and Sofia did not help much.”, “Sofia has her 
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head down and is not interested.”, “Sofia still quiet and just does what she’s told” (C1, day 4, 

2-4pm). These extracts display Sofia’s disengagement with the activity at a number of levels. 

At a behavioural level, disengagement can be seen by Sofia’s withdrawal from the activity, and 

as other members of the group acknowledged that Sofia’s behaviours were ineffective, Sofia 

also appeared cognitively disengaged. In general, it appeared Sofia’s detachment from the group 

that was observed in the morning resulted in feelings of a disconnection from the group and 

disengagement from group-based activities in the afternoon. It may have been a lack of 

belonging or connection to the group that created a barrier to Sofia’s engagement in this 

instance. 

Adverse effects of friendships. 

Among the 12 participants selected for each case, varying degrees of friendships were 

formed. Some participants appeared to form close new friendships, some were merely friendly 

with their peers, and others did not form close bonds with anyone. In Case 2, Neeva and Aimee 

were firm friends before the WA began, a circumstance which was repeatedly observed to create 

a barrier for their engagement. Due to word restrictions, this example will focus on the first few 

days of the WA alone, however these behaviours were a common occurrence throughout the 

entire WA. The friendship between Aimee and Neeva meant they would often choose to spend 

time alone together, separating themselves from the group, “Aimee Neeva in marquee doing 

their packs for ages and not help everyone else [pack up the camp]” (C2, day 3, 8am), 

“Facilitator Sophie checks they have the right equipment. Neeva and Aimee [are] not there.” 

(C2, day 3, 9am), “Facilitator Sophie says for the participants to get in a line for litter walk. 

Aimee and Neeva [are] not in it – they are still sorting out their bags and water – not helpful.” 

(C2, day 3, 10am), “While cooking Rishan, Neeva and Aimee just talk to each other – other 

groups mix” (C2, day 3, 5pm). As can be seen from the first field note taken at 8am, and the 

third one taken at 10am, the two participants were completing the activity of packing their bags. 

This is a task that all other members of the group completed in a much quicker time, in addition 
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to helping take down the campsite, thus suggesting there was a lack of effort by Neeva and 

Aimee to complete the task. This is a feature of behavioural disengagement, and also suggests 

cognitive disengagement through using ineffective actions when completing a task. 

Furthermore, their purposeful separation from the group, (e.g., only talking to each other while 

cooking), seemed to prevent them from forming a connection within the group, creating a barrier 

to emotional engagement. 

An incident that occurred two days after the above example provides further evidence of 

the negative influence of the friendship between Aimee and Neeva. In this instance, the group 

were taking part in a group game in the campsite which involved the whole group being split 

randomly into two by the facilitators. There were six participants on each team and Aimee and 

Neeva were on separate teams. Due to the impossible task of observing both teams, the 

researcher was only able to observe the team Aimee was in. During this task Aimee appeared to 

be engaged for the first time in the WA. Her engagement can be seen in the following field 

notes, “Aimee answers and Madison – both more chatty”, “Madison leads discussion with input 

from Aimee“, “Aimee and Madison [are the] only ones talking [about the task]“ (C2, day 5, 9-

10am). Aimee’s engagement can be seen at a behavioural and cognitive level through 

volunteering advice in strategic discussions. This behaviour was significant as it was the first 

time Aimee was away from Neeva and it was the first time since the start of the WA that she 

was observed to be engaging. Being away from Neeva gave Aimee the opportunity to interact 

and work with other members of the group resulting in a positive influence on her engagement. 

Conflict between participants. 

Although most of the time in both cases the participants had positive relationships with 

each other, there were a number of instances of conflict between participants. This conflict 

appeared to have a negative effect on engagement and caused the participants involved to 

become disengaged. Case 1 provides an example of how conflict influenced disengagement in 
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Annie’s experience. The negative relationship between Aaliyah and Annie was first noted when 

the two participants were paired together by the facilitators to share a tent and cook together 

during the expedition section of the WA. The following observation displays Annie’s immediate 

disengagement after being paired with Aaliyah, “Annie looks distant and not engaged, Aaliyah 

is doing all their work” (C1, day 5, 3pm). Similar disengaged behaviours were observed while 

on the expedition during periods of time where the pair were forced to work together, as can be 

seen in the following field note, “Aaliyah does all of her and Annie cooking again while Annie 

just sits and waits. All other pairs cook together.” (C1, day 9, 6am). Annie can be seen again 

showing behavioural disengagement by withdrawing from the activity she was assigned to 

complete with Aaliyah. Over the next two days the reasons why Annie disengaged around 

Aaliyah began to emerge, as can be seen in the following extracts, “Aaliyah has made a few 

mean comments to Annie today e.g. after the bike ride Annie tried to join in joke and Aaliyah 

shouted ‘BUZZKILL’ and everyone went silent and Annie mentioned Facilitator James and 

Aaliyah says she loves him and is always talking about him.” (C1, day 10, 5pm), “Aaliyah and 

Hana bitching about Annie saying she copies all of Aaliyah style.” (C1, day 11, 12pm). These 

extracts illustrate Aaliyah’s negative behaviour towards Annie, making it likely that this 

behaviour influenced Annie’s disengagement when she was in a task with Aaliyah. It is possible 

that their relationship was tenuous prior to the expedition, and this may explain why Annie 

disengaged immediately upon being paired with Aaliyah.  

Limited facilitator attunement. 

The importance of the role the facilitators have on the participants’ experience in the 

WA has previously been mentioned in the facilitator skills theme of engagement. To provide 

further evidence of this importance, the observation that limited facilitator attunement increased 

disengagement was found in both cases. This supports the importance of the facilitator skills in 

engagement because it demonstrates that a failure to adapt and understand the needs of the 



 

139 

 

participants can lead to disengagement. Four second-level themes were found related to limited 

facilitator attunement (see Figure 7). First, the facilitators giving the participants too much 

autonomy appeared to encourage disengagement. When the facilitators were observed to support 

the individual’s autonomy the general observation was that the participant’s engagement 

increased. However, it appears that in terms of autonomy, there can be ‘too much too soon’, as 

there were instances when the participants did not react positively when given autonomy. 

Disengagement also appeared to develop in instances when the facilitator’s revoked power. This 

was observed when the facilitators would overrule a decision made by a participant, or when the 

facilitators would lead the group when they had already said a participant was the leader. When 

there was a presence of inconsistent rules delivered by the facilitators, disengagement was 

observed to increase. This was noted to occur when the participants were not reprimanded for 

behaviours that they had been told were not acceptable, and when rules were inconsistently 

implemented. In addition, when the facilitators were away from the group disengagement was 

likely to occur. This is reflected in the theme of distant facilitators, which was observed when 

the facilitators would be physically away from the group during activities or if they were talking 

between themselves near the group during a group activity. 

 

Figure 7. Thematic Map of the second-level themes found to influence disengagement in the 

wilderness adventure under the first-level theme of limited facilitator attunement. 
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Too much autonomy. 

Disengagement was observed at an individual and group level during certain situations 

when the participants had too much autonomy. At an individual level, disengagement was 

observed when the facilitators failed to understand individual differences regarding how 

participants react when given responsibility. As mentioned in Chapter Four, a characteristic of 

both cases was to have two leaders for each day. Logan in Case 1 appeared to struggle with this 

role and appeared to disengage on his day as a leader. The field notes gathered regarding Logan 

on his second day as a leader demonstrate his reluctance to take on the role, “Ariana orders 

everyone around and tells them all to listen to Logan as he is the leader – he is not a strong 

leader and goes quiet” (C1, day 11, 4pm). The observation that Logan was quiet when given 

the task of leading the group showed a lack of confidence in this role and an aversion to take on 

the responsibility, which together suggest behavioural disengagement. Later during the same 

day, the facilitators were observed to push Logan to step up to the role of leader, as can be seen 

in the following field note, “Facilitator Emily briefs Logan on getting dinner ready. Logan tells 

one person as he appears too shy to tell the whole group. Facilitator Emily makes him speak to 

the whole group – he remains shy not knowing what to say and lets the participants make their 

own roles” (C1, day 11, 6pm). Logan can be seen displaying behavioural disengagement by 

avoiding the task presented to him. He exerts little effort in the task by telling only one 

participant, and then he completely stops and relies on the group to complete the task alone. The 

facilitators made little attempt to offer support or encourage him even though he was showing 

signs of discomfort in the role. Instead, they forced him to speak to the whole group, creating 

more discomfort and ultimately encouraging disengagement. Shortly after this incident Logan 

became upset when re-reading his letter from home. It may be that his uncomfortable state led 

him to seek home comforts. His negative emotional reaction revealing home sickness shows a 

sign of emotional disengagement due to experiencing negative feelings from being in the WA. 

This may have also been triggered by his discomfort in the position of leader. 
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At a group level, an observation of too much autonomy influencing disengagement can 

be seen in Case 2. In this example, the group had just completed their first training tramp which 

consisted of an uphill climb which had taken six hours to complete. At the end of the evening 

discussion the facilitators gave the group the choice of what to do the following morning. They 

were given the choice of either walking up to the top of the mountain range and then back down, 

or just walking straight to the bottom back to camp. The following observation captures the 

group’s disengagement, “Facilitators give the participants the option to walk to pinnacles 

tomorrow – [the participants] do not appear excited to make the decision – a few say no” (C2, 

day 3, 8pm). The group’s disengagement can be seen behaviourally through a lack of effort in 

making the decision and by the few participants that do reply saying no, thus attempting to 

withdraw from the activity. The researcher recalls how the participants were all visibly tired 

having just completed their first long tramp. Asking the group at this time if they want to walk 

even further the next day is perhaps not the most effective approach as they were feeling the 

negative effects of the challenge without having the time to experience the positive effects. In 

this instance, the facilitators allowed the final decision to be made the following morning, at 

which point the group chose to do the extra walk. Overall, the participants were observed to 

enjoy the walk, as can be seen in the following extracts, “lots [of participant] joke about how 

hard work it is”, “Nikau Tane count steps“, “Nikau Hemi Tane Madison climb higher with 

boys”, “Specific participants take photos” (C2, day 4, 9-11am). This demonstrates the different 

mind-sets the participants can be in at different times and the influence this can have on their 

decision-making. 

Revoked power. 

In contrast to the engagement theme of supporting autonomy, this theme refers to 

instances where the facilitators deliberately inhibited opportunities for autonomy. This was 

observed on a few occasions at an individual level only. An example to illustrate how the act of 

the facilitators revoking power influenced disengagement can be seen in Tane’s experience from 
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Case 2. Tane was the leader on Day 7, and he appeared to engage well with this role during the 

morning, “Lauren Hemi Tane cook while rest their group packs.”, “Tane gives time prompts 

throughout morning”, “Hemi Nikau Tane help everyone in [to their kayaks]” (C2, day 7, 6am-

9am). Tane was displaying his engagement behaviourally by cooking for the group rather than 

packing his own bag, cognitively by thinking deeply about the task and prompting the group 

with time prompts, and emotionally, by showing empathy and caring while helping the group 

into their kayaks which the researcher recalls the participants were struggling with. Once on the 

water Tane attempted to make a decision regarding lunch and where to stop, which the 

facilitators overruled, “Tane says to stop for lunch – Facilitator Mark says there is somewhere 

else to stop.” (C2, day 7, 11am). A similar incident happened an hour later when the group were 

discussing whether they actually needed to stop for lunch and Tane, as the leader, made the 

decision to continue onto the campsite in order to miss the imminent rain storm. Tane made this 

decision on behalf of the group as their group goal for the day was to kayak efficiently to avoid 

the forecasted rain. This decision was once again overruled by the facilitators, “Oliver asks to 

stop for lunch – Tane says no lets smash it because [the] group goal is to beat [the] weather – 

we are surrounded by dark clouds… Facilitators decide to stop for lunch near campsite.” (C2, 

day 11, 12pm). In addition, Tane gave the group a 30-minute limit to eat lunch so they could 

still try to beat the weather. This was once again overruled by the facilitators who decided to 

play a game for 20 minutes after the group finished their lunch. Following these incidents, and 

in contrast to his morning observations, Tane appeared disengaged throughout the afternoon. 

This can be seen in the following field notes taken during a group task in the evening, “Tane 

gets crackers and dip out for participants to share”, ”Akram asks Tane about meeting and he 

says oh yeah – he [Tane] forgot”, “Akram continues to be distracting and chat with Oliver Tane 

Hemi” (C1, day 11, 5-7pm). Tane’s disengagement was observed at a behavioural level as he 

was not focused in the activity and he forgot to organise the evening meeting. He also 

disengaged cognitively as he attempted to distract other participants from the activity by getting 
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food out to eat and talking with other participants during the meeting. It appeared the facilitator 

overruling Tane’s decisions as leader influenced his disengagement.  

Inconsistent rules. 

There were periods of time when the facilitators would be more relaxed with the rules 

and not implement the previously set out rules of the WA. Often during these periods of time, 

the participants appeared to disengage, suggesting that the inconsistency of the rules influenced 

disengagement. This was particularly prevalent in Case 1 when the new facilitators were present. 

The new facilitators brought with them new rules and at the same time they were unaware of 

the rules already set out and therefore failed to implement them. As the same two facilitators 

were always present in Case 2 this was not as prevalent. The influence of inconsistent rules on 

disengagement was observed at an individual and a group level. An instance involving Aaliyah 

in Case 1 illustrates the effect of this theme at both levels. On Day 11 the original facilitators 

were away leaving only the new facilitators present. The previous rule set out by Facilitator 

Luke (an original facilitator) dictating that all participants had to face each other during group 

discussions was not implemented by the new facilitators, as can be seen in the following extract, 

“Aaliyah is not engaging with the group and has her back to most of the participants… 

Facilitator Emily lets Aaliyah get away with having her back to the group – other facilitators 

insist all participants face each other – a lot more fair.“ (C1, day 11, 6pm). Aaliyah continued 

to appear disengaged as she disobeyed the rules and the facilitators accepted this disobedience, 

“Aaliyah sits playing with a puzzle in front of the facilitators, and they do not say anything.” 

(C1, day 11, 7pm), “Facilitator Emily reads ‘Kyles story’ to the group [serious story about how 

much we can affect someone else’s life]… [Aaliyah] says a silly comment when she [Facilitator 

Emily] has finished reading. Everyone else is really involved and moved by the story.” (C1, day 

11, 8pm). Aaliyah can be seen showing her disengagement at a behavioural level by showing a 

lack of focus in the activity and through becoming distracted with a puzzle. A deeper emotional 

level of disengagement can be seen in the second extract where Aaliyah appeared to divert her 
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attention away from the emotional-eliciting story by saying an inappropriate comment at the 

end of it. It appears that the inconsistency in implementing rules allowed Aaliyah to be distracted 

from the activity, even more so when she was allowed to play with a puzzle and was not 

reprimanded. The inconsistent rules observed to affect Aaliyah’s disengagement also influenced 

the group’s disengagement, “Facilitator Emily steps in and leads the discussion as there is low 

participation – Facilitator Emily really has to force a discussion, there is a low mood this 

evening.” (C1, day 11, 6pm). As can be seen in these extracts, disengagement from the group 

can be observed behaviourally through low participation and emotionally through ineffective 

behaviours. Another factor which is of interest to note, is that during this activity Facilitator 

James had left the group, leaving only Facilitator Emily to run the activity. Previously the 

original two facilitators would always run activities together and as a result had more 

engagement from the group. The presence of only one of the facilitators may have influenced 

the group’s disengagement in addition to the inconsistency of the rules.  

Distant facilitators. 

The influence distant facilitators had on disengagement is related to the first-level theme 

facilitator skills in regard to engagement because when the facilitators were not present, they 

were unable to understand the need to or implement strategies required to increase engagement. 

It is also related to the previous theme of inconsistent rules because when the facilitators were 

not present they were unable to implement rules consistently. This second-level theme was 

observed at a group level only. An example of this theme can be seen in Case 1 when the group 

spent the afternoon playing games at the beach. During the first two games the facilitators were 

present, “Facilitator James bonds well with the participants in this game, [he] appears fun and 

sporty.” (C1, day 4, 2pm), and the group appeared engaged, “Participants get really into it and 

laugh and compare how they did” (C1, day 4, 2pm). A second game was played after this, in 

which the facilitators were not involved and sat away from the group, “Facilitator Chloe not 

watching or encouraging them – leave them to it.” (C1, day 4, 3pm). The group showed signs 
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of disengaging from the second game, “after a number of fails the participants begin to 

disengage and there is more playing around than doing the task.”, “Some participants get 

distracted and play in sand” (C1, day 4, 3pm). The group showed their disengagement 

behaviourally through a lack of focus in the activity, and cognitively through being distracted. 

Had the facilitators been present during this activity they would have been able to maintain 

engagement from the previous game by providing emotional and instrumental support or acting 

to prevent disengagement, all of which have been previously discussed in terms of increasing 

engagement.  

 

Cross-Case Comparisons 

As identified in Chapter Four, the two cases were combined during the analysis to 

identify the common themes that influenced engagement and disengagement across both cases. 

Although the themes were found in both cases, there were a number of differences regarding the 

frequency of occurrence of the themes between the cases. This section illustrates these 

differences, and offers suggestions as to how the different WA experiences in the two cases led 

to these variances.  

The factors that influenced engagement and disengagement in Case 1. 

The most significant theme that influenced participant engagement in Case 1 was the 

nature of the activities and the environment. This is likely to be due to the structure of the WA, 

which meant that the participants faced a greater physical challenge in terms of the distance 

covered during the expedition in comparison to Case 2. Indeed, the participants in Case 1 

covered approximately twice the distance than the group in Case 2 during this 10-day period. 

The greater physical challenge is likely to have led to the significance of the nature of the 

activities and the environment, specifically the influence of necessity and accomplishment. It 

appeared that necessity and accomplishment had a particularly strong influence on the group’s 
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engagement due to the positive feelings that developed following the tough physical activities 

that characterised the WA in Case 1.  An example of this can be seen at the end of the difficult 

four-day tramp, when the participants displayed a strong sense of happiness as they were picked 

up by the bus to take them to the campsite, “Bus picks us up at 6:30pm – Participants very hyper 

on the bus singing and making friends” (C1, day 9, 8pm). It appeared that necessity led to 

behavioural engagement, which enabled the group to complete the challenge. Upon completion 

of the challenge feelings of accomplishment, which were likely stronger in Case 1 due to the 

tougher physical challenge, encourage positive emotions, thus increasing emotional 

engagement.  

The second most significant influence on the participant’s engagement in Case 1 were 

the facilitator skills. The facilitators positioned themselves as part of the group, which resulted 

in them having a large impact on the participants’ experience. The facilitators in Case 1 would 

eat their meals and spend periods of free time with the participants. The facilitators were also 

involved with all of the activities alongside the participants, and as a result the facilitators were 

able to offer emotional and informational support to the participants. An example of the impact 

this had on the group’s engagement has been illustrated in the provision of emotional support 

section in the chapter. The facilitators’ support of the participants’ autonomy had less of an 

influence in Case 1 because there were few opportunities where the facilitators could safely do 

this. The high physical demands in terms of the distance covered, as well as the fact it was winter 

which meant there was less daylight, meant that the facilitators often had to take control and led 

the participants in activities to ensure they completed each activity before it became dark. This 

may appear to contrast the theme of revoked power to influence disengagement, however, as the 

participants in Case 1 were not provided a high level of autonomy from the beginning of the 

WA, they did not expect a high level throughout the WA. The expectations the facilitators set 

at the start of the WA in terms of autonomy were low, therefore revoked power had less of an 

influence on disengagement in Case 1 than Case 2. One factor that did influence disengagement 
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on a number of occasions with regards to the facilitators were the inconsistent rules. This was 

due to the numerous changes in facilitators throughout the WA in Case 1, which meant different 

rules were implemented with different facilitators. An example of this from Case 1 can be found 

in the inconsistent rules section in the chapter. 

The participants in Case 1 appeared to be less influenced by social factors than in Case 

2. This may be because the participants in Case 1 had little free time to socialise away from the 

programme activities. As noted previously, this was due to the long distance covered, which 

meant most of the activities would not finish until the evening, at which point it was dark and 

the participants needed to cook and go to sleep so they could be ready for the next days’ activity. 

Regardless, the participants in Case 1 formed a strong connection from the beginning of the 

WA, which led to peer support influencing engagement on several occasions throughout each 

day. The type of peer support observed tended to be more emotional support rather than 

instrumental or informational support. This seemed to be due to the participants’ experiencing 

anxiety from some of the activities. An example of this is can be seen during the abseil, which 

was the first activity in Case 1. A number of participants illustrated their anxiety towards this 

activity, “Facilitator Luke asks who is the most scared, 5 [participants put their] hands up” 

(C1, day 1, 11am). These feelings of anxiety led to the group and the facilitators to provide 

emotional support to encourage the participants to complete the task, “The group and the 

facilitators encourages and cheers each participant as they go down” (C1, day 1, 11am). As 

illustrated in this example, it may be that there were more opportunities to provide emotional 

support in Case 1 due to the increase in physical challenge, which led to this theme having a 

strong influence on engagement. In terms of disengagement, observations were made regarding 

a negative social influence. In Case 1 there was particularly strong evidence of conflict between 

participants through Annie and Aaliyah’s relationship, which is illustrated in the corresponding 

section in the chapter. The conflict between these participants appeared to be exacerbated as the 

two participants were paired together during the expedition, thus suggesting that if the 
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facilitators were attuned to the issues between the participants their disengagement may have 

been prevented. 

The factors that influenced engagement and disengagement in Case 2. 

In contrast to Case 1, the most influential theme for the participants’ engagement in Case 

2 appeared to be peer support. Instances of peer support were observed frequently, and included 

each of the second-level themes identified in the chapter. It is likely that peer support had a 

strong influence in Case 2 as the participants had a great deal of free time throughout the WA 

with which to socialise in. This was due to the lower demand placed on the physical distance 

covered, resulting in the activities finishing earlier than in Case 1. Furthermore, Case 2 took 

place in April (i.e., autumn), which meant there were extra hours of sunlight compared to Case 

1 which ran in July (i.e., winter). Similarly to Case 1, there were also instances where a negative 

social influence was observed to influence disengagement by the participants. This theme 

appeared to be more prominent in Case 2 than in Case 1 due to the larger amount of free time 

the participants had in Case 2. In terms of separation from the group, if more time was spent in 

structured activities the participants who tended to separate themselves would be required to be 

with the group, thus providing opportunities to make friends. However, as there was a lot of free 

time the opportunities to be separate from the group were higher than in Case 1.  

As mentioned, one of the key differences between the two cases were the physical 

challenges. Although accomplishment was observed to influence engagement for a number of 

participants in Case 2, it only appeared influential to those who showed signs of struggle in 

challenges. The lack of accomplishment felt among the rest of the participants may be because 

they did not find the activities particularly challenging, thus not experiencing a sense of 

accomplishment. This is speculated from the field notes as there were only a small number of 

participants who showed signs of struggle in the activities. In terms of activities, those that were 

based on reflection were frequently observed to influence engagement in the participants in Case 



 

149 

 

2.  The facilitators in Case 2 acknowledged to the researcher that reflective activities were a 

strong focus in their WA, as they allow the participants to process their experiences. There was 

also more time for reflective activities in Case 2 due to less demanding physical activities. 

Therefore, it is likely that the higher influence reflective activities had on participants’ 

engagement in Case 2 is due to the facilitators emphasising this component and providing more 

opportunities of reflection to the participants. The theme of level of physical challenge appeared 

to influence the participants’ disengagement in Case 2 through the lack of challenge. As 

mentioned, a greater amount of time in Case 2 was devoted to free time where no physical 

activities were required. Consequently, a common observation was that the participants showed 

signs of boredom and high energy. This was particularly prominent during the evenings where 

a number of participants appeared to have excess energy that had not been released during the 

day, e.g., “Nikau and Madison run around playing – lot of energy.” (C2, day 9, 8pm), “Lauren 

and Tane run around, both hyper.” (C2, day 9, 9pm). 

The facilitators in Case 2 held a different position in the group than the facilitators in 

Case 1. Rather than being part of the group, the facilitators in Case 2 separated themselves from 

the participants. In a practical sense, this meant the facilitators ate their meals separately and 

spent periods of free time away from the group. It is likely that this separation contributed to the 

previously discussed importance peer support had on engagement. This is due to the group 

becoming more reliant on each other than the group in Case 1, where the participants also had a 

greater level of facilitators’ support as part of the group. The separation from the group 

manifested in a different set of facilitator skills influencing engagement in Case 2. The 

facilitators supporting autonomy had a big impact on the participants’ engagement as they were 

able to give more autonomy to the participants due to having less physical demands. This meant 

that any delays completing the activities caused by the participants were not as significant as in 

Case 1. Another key influence related to autonomy is the importance revoked power had on the 

participants’ disengagement, an example of which is provided in the corresponding section in 
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the chapter. Revoked power had a greater influence on the participants in Case 2 as the 

facilitators set the expectation that the participants would have high levels of autonomy, 

therefore when autonomy was taken from them, the participants reacted in a stronger way than 

in Case 1 when there was not an expectation for autonomy. Distant facilitators were also 

observed to have a role in the disengagement of the participants in Case 2. This was observed 

to be due to the facilitators being separate from the group and were therefore unable to 

implement strategies to increase engagement or prevent disengagement in a number of 

instances.  

 

Chapter Summary 

The chapter has identified the themes found to influence engagement and disengagement 

in the WA component of Project K. The themes support and also provide new insights to the 

current literature as outlined in Chapter Two with regards to factors that positively influence 

OA programmes. Although the identification of these themes has contributed to the literature in 

this way, the nature of thematic analysis conducted over the WA experience in this aggregated 

manner is such that individual experiences are grouped together, failing to capture individual 

journeys through the WA. To overcome this, and to create a detailed understanding of individual 

experiences in the WA, trajectories of engagement have been identified for each participant. In 

addition, the themes from the current chapter have been acknowledged in relation to the 

trajectories to identify the factors that influence individual engagement trajectories. The 

trajectories of engagement and a description of the factors that influenced a number of these 

trajectories are illustrated in Chapter Six. 
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Chapter Six: Trajectories of Engagement 

 

The previous chapter identified the most common factors found to influence engagement 

and disengagement across the participants in both cases. These influencing factors were 

examined at both an individual and at a group level. Thematic analysis provides one way of 

examining engagement but, when aggregated, unique experiences of engagement can be lost. 

Indeed, although there were common themes of engagement and disengagement found across 

the cases, there was also considerable variety in the prevalence and magnitude of themes 

influencing unique engagement experiences at the individual level. In addition, the large variety 

of factors and the different ways in which individuals were affected by these factors provides 

evidence to suggest there is a unique process of engagement for each individual.  

 

Chapter Overview 

The current chapter seeks to answer the third and fourth objectives outlined in Chapter 

One by exploring unique experiences of engagement and disengagement in the WA. This is 

achieved by describing the three different trajectory patterns of engagement that were identified 

by systematically analysing the field notes associated with each of the 24 participants involved 

in the WA across both sites. The process of identifying each trajectory and determining which 

participants fit into each trajectory is provided in Chapter Four. As noted in Chapter Four, the 

narrative reports were broken down into three sections: the beginning of the WA (day 1 – day 

5), the middle of the WA (day 6 – day 11) and the end of the WA (day 12 – day 16). Each 

narrative report was analysed to record the themes reflected in the factors influencing 

engagement and disengagement across the three-time points for each participant. Due to word 

count constraints is not possible to include full narratives of all the participants, therefore two 
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participant narratives have been included for each trajectory group. The process of selection for 

the participant narratives can be found in Chapter Four. Graphic depictions were developed for 

each individual to illustrate a summary of the participants’ engagement trajectories. These are 

presented as figures at the beginning of each participant narrative. It is also important to briefly 

discuss the remaining participant experiences to illustrate further the within group differences. 

This is provided in the summary found at the end of each trajectory group. The chapter begins 

with a brief overview of the three trajectories of engagement found in the WA. As with the 

previous chapter, engagement throughout Chapter Six is conceptualised as consisting of 

behavioural, cognitive and emotional dimensions (see Chapter Four, Table 2, p. 99). To provide 

clarity throughout the chapter, the reader is invited to refer to Table 1 (See Chapter Four, p. 95.), 

which illustrates the WA activity schedule for both cases. 

 

Trajectories of Engagement 

As outlined in Chapter Four, a thematic analysis was conducted on the individual 

narrative reports. This analysis revealed three trajectories of engagement across the 24 

participants in both cases. The first trajectory, which was experienced by 16 participants, is 

generally high engagement. This includes those participants who appeared to generally be 

engaged from the start and throughout the WA, with brief periods of disengagement. The second 

trajectory identified is variable engagement, and includes six participants whose engagement 

varied day-to-day with no consistent patterns across the beginning, middle and end of the WA. 

The third trajectory identified is increased engagement, and it represents two participants who 

appeared to struggle to engage at the beginning, but who were engaged at the end of the WA. 

Detailed descriptions of each trajectory can be found in the corresponding introduction to each 

trajectory pattern.  
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Generally high engagement. 

The participants in this trajectory group were engaged from the beginning and 

maintained this engagement throughout the WA. Any periods of disengagement were brief and 

the participants’ engagement levels increased to their usual high levels shortly after. The within 

group differences in factors influencing engagement in this trajectory are illustrated through the 

experiences of Ariana from Case 1 and Hemi from Case 2. In addition, William, Cameron, 

Xavier, Olivia and Annie from Case 1, and Neeva, Madison, Talia, Aimee, Tane, Nikau, Lauren, 

Huia and Oliver from Case 2 are also included in this category. A summary of their experiences 

is provided at the end of this section. 

Ariana’s experience. 

Ariana was a 14 year-old female from Case 1 who took on the challenge of the WA with 

enthusiasm and positivity from the start. She was physically strong, mature and appeared to have 

a natural inclination to care for others. These attributes appeared to play a large role in creating 

a positive, supportive experience for other members of the group. Ariana demonstrated natural 

leadership skills, had a unique ability to manage the group from the outset, and would go out of 

her way to help and encourage members of the group who were struggling. Ariana’s confidence 

and excitement for the WA began from Day 1 and stood out to the researcher as she followed 

Ariana’s experience through the WA. Ariana’s trajectory of engagement is illustrated in Figure 

8. 
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Figure 8. Ariana's engagement trajectory in the wilderness adventure. 

Beginning of the wilderness adventure.  

As displayed in Table 1 (see Chapter Four), the first day in Case 1 involved the group 

completing their first physical activity of abseiling. The participants were then driven to base 

camp, where they were immediately given the task of unpacking the equipment from the van, 

which was followed by a group meeting where the facilitators explained what the WA would 

entail. During this meeting, the participants also took part in a reflective discussion based on 

how they were feeling about the WA. Ariana was one of the few who were engaged in this 

discussion, “Ariana volunteers trust answer first – other participants are reluctant to speak“ 

(C1, day 1, 4pm). Volunteering illustrates behavioural engagement, and the fact that Ariana was 

thinking about the question and providing an answer suggests cognitive engagement. Following 

this, Ariana demonstrated her engagement once more when she led the group discussion, 

“Facilitator Chloe prompts the whole group to make a decision and Ariana takes control asking 

the group if they like any ideas that have been said” (C1, day 1, 5pm). This demonstrates 

Ariana’s cognitive engagement which was associated with the facilitators supporting her 
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autonomy. Ariana’s engagement also appeared to be influenced by the novel environment 

during the early days of the WA. During their first day camping in the wilderness, Ariana, along 

with two other participants, chose to explore their environment during a period of free time, 

“They are given free time – Aaliyah, Hana, Ariana ask Facilitator Chloe if they can walk in the 

forest, she gives them a time to return” (C1, day 2, 7pm). Ariana’s interest shows an emotional 

level of engagement, which was further encouraged by the facilitators supporting her autonomy 

and allowing her to go for the walk. 

Ariana’s engagement appeared to be strongly influenced by leadership based activities. 

This was exhibited during the two days she was appointed leader of the day, the first of which 

was on Day 4. During Day 4, Ariana appeared behaviourally engaged as she adhered to the tasks 

required of a leader (e.g., waking up the participants, organising breakfast, ensuring everyone is 

eating breakfast), “Ariana gets team B up [out of bed] and they cook breakfast well for 

everyone“ (C1, day 4, 6am). Ariana also appeared to be cognitively engaged as she 

demonstrated a good understanding of the task, “Facilitator Luke asks Ariana what [activity] is 

next, she recalls everything well“ (C1, day 4, 7am). At the end of her first day as a leader Ariana 

showed an interest in her own personal development and growth when she asked for feedback 

from the group, “Ariana asks for feedback on her leadership, she is the first one to have done 

this” (C1, day 4, 5pm). This demonstrates Ariana’s deep thinking, implying deep cognitive 

engagement which was associated with her role of leader for the day. In addition to leadership, 

the facilitators appeared attuned to Ariana’s needs by providing increased autonomy, which 

positively influenced her engagement. This was observed to be a key factor influencing Ariana’s 

engagement on Day 5 when the group was getting their equipment ready for the expedition. The 

facilitators had given the participants the responsibility of packing food for the four-day tramp, 

an activity Ariana engaged deeply with, “Participants are given 3 days’ worth of food to pack 

into their packs. Ariana asks lots of questions” (C1, day 5, 4pm). Ariana was observed to engage 

cognitively by asking questions about the task. Engagement in this sense appeared to be due to 
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the opportunities for autonomy provided by the facilitators, as well as the presence of a novel 

experience as the expedition is unique to the wilderness setting.  

As mentioned in Ariana’s introductory statement, she seemed to have a positive impact 

on other participant’s engagement, which appeared to be due in part to her ability and 

willingness to emotionally support others. The provision of emotional support demonstrates 

Ariana’s emotional engagement as it illustrates a connection to her peers. One example of the 

positive influence of Ariana can be seen on the evening of Day 5 when Sofia appeared upset. 

Ariana’s supportive reaction appeared to prompt a similar reaction from another participant, 

Aaliyah, who had not shown any signs of empathy until this point, “Ariana checks if Sofia is ok 

– she is sat alone and upset. [Aaliyah hurt Sofia while they were playing earlier] Aaliyah sees 

Ariana has gone over to check and so she comes to see if she is ok too” (C1, day 5, 7pm). In this 

example Ariana was showing emotional engagement through feelings of empathy, which also 

appeared to encourage Aaliyah to emotionally engage.  

Middle of the wilderness adventure. 

Following the travel day on Day 6, the expedition began with a four-day tramp through 

the wilderness. Ariana engaged on multiple levels during this time, and the provision of support 

to her peers was her most common demonstration of engagement. Ariana provided instrumental 

and emotional support on the first day of the tramp to Sofia who verbally admitted to struggling 

with the challenge, “Ariana wears Sofia bag the whole time and does not complain” (C1, day 

7, 4pm). Sofia had brought a bag from home to use, which was not designed for long tramps in 

the wilderness. Ariana put her own comfort aside and gave Sofia her bag (given to her by the 

Programme Provider) and carried Sofia’s bag during the tramp. Following this act of kindness, 

Ariana continued to encourage Sofia throughout the day, e.g., “Ariana cheers on Sofia when she 

struggles” (C1, day 7, 2pm).  Ariana’s support continued the following morning, “Ariana is the 

last to be ready [to leave], but this is only because she is helping the others.” (C1, day 8, 7am). 
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In this example, Ariana has put the group’s needs before her own as she helps them before 

getting herself ready. In this instance Ariana’s emotional engagement can be seen through her 

provision of instrumental support to the group. The facilitators also illustrated their belief in 

Ariana’s positive influence on the group on Day 8, when Hana struggled to leave the hut and 

begin the tramp. On this occasion Hana appeared to have lost all motivation and her energy was 

low. The facilitators asked Ariana to speak with Hana to encourage her to start walking, “Hana 

is not there. She is sat alone at the side of the hut with her hood up. She remained sat here for 

20 minutes while Facilitator James and Ariana try to get her up.” (C1, day 8, 8am). Ariana was 

again engaging emotionally through caring and providing emotional support to her peers. This 

had a positive influence on Hana’s behavioural engagement as she eventually began walking 

and completed the tramp. 

End of the wilderness adventure. 

Day 14 was the first day of kayaking in the expedition. As the kayaks were double kayaks 

the participants were put into pairs by the facilitators for this activity. The facilitators 

acknowledged Ariana’s strength and paired her with Cameron, who had previously injured his 

foot and therefore needed a confident kayaker as a partner. Ariana led their kayak well, 

providing instrumental support to Cameron as he struggled with his injury. In addition to 

engaging during the activity, Ariana engaged emotionally during lunch as she made positive 

comments to the researcher during informal conversations, “Ariana, Hana, Olivia get lunch 

ready – they usually do this and have made comments to me about how they like chatting while 

doing it.” (C1, day 14, 1pm). Ariana’s engagement in this instance appeared to once again be 

due to the facilitators supporting the participants’ autonomy during meal times. In a similar 

incident to Hana’s refusal to begin the tramp on Day 8, on Day 14 Aaliyah refused to continue 

kayaking halfway through the day. The group had stopped for lunch on an island and Aaliyah 

made it clear she did not want to eat any lunch nor continue kayaking in the afternoon. Ariana 

voluntarily tried to encourage and support Aaliyah, “Ariana tries to get Aaliyah to come over 
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and she refuses and does not have lunch” (C1, day 14, 1pm). The facilitators recognised the 

provision of support as a strength of Ariana’s and asked her to help again when Aaliyah 

continued to refuse, “Facilitator Luke asks Ariana to sit with Aaliyah – she made her lunch too 

but she doesn’t eat it.” (C1, day 14, 2pm). Ariana can be seen here engaging at a cognitive level 

as she strategically attempted to re-engage Aaliyah in the activity. It also demonstrates 

emotional engagement as she was being supportive towards Aaliyah. It was only when the group 

began entering their kayaks to begin kayaking to the next island that Aaliyah joined the activity 

once more. 

The only incident of Ariana’s disengagement occurred on Day 15 of the WA. The 

following observation illustrates the behaviour change in Ariana after kayaking had finished, 

“Ariana is really down and quiet– Aaliyah says she needs some time alone.” (C1, day 15, 4pm), 

“Facilitators take a while to finish the kayaks leaving the group on the bus chatting and having 

fun. William and Ariana are quiet.” (C1, day 15, 5pm). Ariana’s negative emotions were 

uncharacteristic of her and therefore illustrate behavioural disengagement through withdrawing 

from the activity. It appeared there may have been conflict with Hana leading to this 

disengagement as Hana was also displaying similar behaviours. This can be seen in the 

following extract taken during the evening discussion, “Hana walks out seemingly randomly. 

Facilitator Chloe goes after her… Ariana tried to leave but Facilitator Luke stops her.” (C1, 

day 15, 8pm). During a conversation between Facilitator Chloe and Hana, Hana appeared to 

suggest that another member of the group had influenced her disengagement, “Facilitator Chloe 

chats to her [Hana], she doesn’t say much but does shrug when Facilitator Chloe asks her if 

she is upset because of someone in the group” (C1, day 15, 8pm). As mentioned, Ariana was 

observed to be in a similar negative mood, which allowed the assumption that there has been 

conflict between the two participants. The following day Ariana and Hana appeared to have 

resolved their conflict. Through an informal conversation with the researcher the facilitators said 

they were unaware how the two participants resolved their conflict, theorising that Ariana and 
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Hana must have resolved it themselves. The conflict resolution was observed through both 

participants appearing to re-engage and socialise together, “Facilitator Chloe starts circle of 

death as no one is volunteering answers. Ariana quick to respond, Hana the same.” (C1, day 

16, 12pm). In addition, Ariana engaged in the reflective task of writing a letter to herself, 

“Ariana thinks deeply, writing things then crossing them out.” (C1, day 16, 4pm), and the task 

of writing a speech, “Aaliyah, Ariana, Olivia, Sofia are very focused despite distractions around 

them when others finish before them.” (C1, day 16, 5pm). These examples suggest cognitive 

and behavioural engagement as Ariana thought deeply about her work and showed a great deal 

of focus and effort in the reflective task. Furthermore, Ariana was seen to engage emotionally 

during the final evening meal, “Ariana has a laughing fit with Facilitator Luke and Aaliyah.” 

(C1, day 16, 9pm). This extract illustrates her enjoyment, which was shared with a peer and 

facilitator. Ariana’s engagement remained at this high level for the remainder of the WA 

suggesting the conflict between Ariana and Hana was the reason behind Ariana’s one instance 

of disengagement. 

Hemi’s experience. 

Hemi was a 14 year-old male from Case 2 who appeared to engage well in the WA. He 

was physically fit, which meant that he was able to take on all the physical activities confidently. 

When challenges did arise Hemi was able to step up and be reliable and responsible. He 

demonstrated exceptional leadership skills and helpful behaviours, which were seen throughout 

the WA from the induction days through to the final day of the WA. Any signs of silly or 

excitable behaviour which, if left unattended to, could lead to disengagement, were stopped by 

the facilitators. This was effective as Hemi appeared to have a great respect for authority and 

would not repeat behaviours he was reprimanded for. An illustration of Hemi’s engagement 

trajectory can be seen in Figure 9. 
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Figure 9. Hemi's engagement trajectory in the wilderness adventure. 

Beginning of the wilderness adventure. 

From the arrival at base camp Hemi showed engagement in the practical aspects of the 

WA as he was observed to be helpful and volunteered to assist the facilitators and his peers 

while unpacking the equipment from the van, “Hemi uses his initiative and makes a line [of 

participants]” (C2, day 1, 11am). He was also observed to be enthusiastic towards the natural 

environment as he took the first opportunity to explore his surroundings during free time, 

“Nikau, Tane and Hemi go to nearby stream” (C2, day 1, 1pm). Hemi’s engagement in the 

novel activities was first observed when the facilitators took the group to a nearby water hole, 

“Swim – Hemi scared of heights but jumped from the cliff.” (C2, day 1, 4pm). It was not 

mandatory to jump off the cliff, but Hemi wanted to push himself in this novel experience. Hemi 

continued to engage at a behavioural level in the evening as he volunteered to cook the first 

group dinner, “Nikau offer to help with dinner – Hemi, Nikau and Rishan help.” (C2, day 1, 

6pm). The facilitators gave the group the responsibility of cooking all meals, suggesting this 

engagement may be due to the facilitators supporting the participants’ autonomy. 
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On the second day, Hemi again displayed his behavioural engagement through 

volunteering to help prepare breakfast for the group. Unfortunately for Hemi, the facilitators 

discouraged him from this task in order to give other participants a chance to help. The 

facilitators’ decision to revoke power from Hemi (they had previously said it was up to the group 

to organise the meals) appeared to influence his disengagement as he lost focus during the 

discussion that immediately followed breakfast, “Facilitator Sophie says ‘Hemi you’re going to 

be a good audience member aren’t you’ – she caught him talking” (C2, day 2, 8am). Hemi’s 

disengagement was at a behavioural level as he was not focused in the activity. Hemi seemed to 

respect authority as this comment from Facilitator Sophie encouraged his re-engagement as he 

re-focused for the rest of the task. Following this, Hemi was observed to assist the facilitators 

with the organisation of the food for the expedition, “Facilitator Mark does condiments and 

Hemi, Oliver, Rishan help him voluntarily.” (C2, day 2, 11am). The participants were given the 

responsibility of organising their food for the full duration of the expedition, suggesting the 

autonomy given to the group in terms of responsibility for food had a positive influence on 

Hemi’s behavioural engagement.  

On the morning of Day 3, Hemi, along with two other participants, failed to attend the 

morning meeting on time. During the previous evening the same participants had mentioned 

that they were tired, “Hemi, Oliver, Akram and Nikau say they are tired” (C2, day 2, 9pm), 

therefore this disengagement may be due to the physical challenge of getting up early. As a 

result of being late, Hemi was reprimanded in front of the group, “Awkward silence – Oliver 

tries to apologise on behalf of all of them but Facilitator Mark says they need to apologise 

separately. They all do – Akram, Hemi then Rishan” (C2, day 3, 6am). Hemi’s behavioural 

disengagement was short lived as he was observed to be engaged for the remainder of the day. 

Specifically, Hemi helped the group when an extra food bag was found, “Find group 3’s bag – 

they did not pack something. Hemi and Madison work out what has happened.” (C2, day 3, 

9am) and assisted in cleaning the campsite, “Hemi is focused on cleaning.” (C2, day 3, 10am). 
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As these were voluntary tasks, Hemi was behaviourally engaged and his performance in tasks 

themselves illustrate his cognitive engagement. This demonstrates how the facilitators were able 

to prevent Hemi from disengaging by having consistent rules and implementing them when 

needed.  

Day 3 was the first day of physical challenge requiring the group to complete the training 

tramp. Hemi showed high levels of cognitive engagement during this time by appearing deeply 

interested in the route the group were walking, “Tane sees a map on the path – he is very 

interested in the route with Nikau and Hemi.” (C2, day 3, 11am), “Hemi and Oliver stop and 

read signs on route.” (C2, day 3, 2pm). This shows Hemi was engaging at a cognitive level in 

the novel experience of the wilderness tramp. He was also engaged when the group reached the 

campsite while cooking dinner, “Hemi got all cooking stuff ready for their group and asks 

questions – engaged” (C2, day 3, 5pm) and during the group discussion, “Group goal – Hemi 

suggests similar things to today’s goal.” (C2, day 3, 8pm). Cooking dinner on a camping stove 

is unique to the wilderness setting and thus another novel experience. Hemi was displaying his 

engagement in a cognitive and behavioural manner in both extracts by volunteering suggestions 

and thinking deeply about the tasks. 

Middle of the wilderness adventure. 

Kayaking was a novel experience unique to the wilderness setting, and Hemi was 

observed to engage in this activity during the first few days of the expedition, “Hemi, Nikau, 

Tane help everyone in [to their kayaks]” (C2, day 7, 9am), “Hemi Rishan lead [the group 

kayaking] – really good pace.” (C2, day 7, 11am). Hemi was demonstrating instrumental 

support to his peers by helping them into their kayaks, suggesting emotional engagement. He 

maintained a strong pace and led the group throughout the kayaking activity, which suggests 

cognitive engagement. The group recognised Hemi’s hard work and he was nominated as 

‘camper of the day’. This was a title given to one participant every evening to acknowledge their 
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hard work during the day. The participants decided who won the title, and this was unique to 

Case 2. Winning this title demonstrated peer support, which appeared to increase Hemi’s self-

confidence as he nominated himself to be leader for the following day. 

Hemi responded well to the responsibility of being a leader and showed a high level of 

engagement in this role. He was the only participant throughout the WA that gave a motivational 

talk to the group, “Hemi very helpful. Hemi does a very good pep talk and said motivation was 

low but they should all keep good energy and go so we can shower sooner.” (C2, day 8, 7am). 

Hemi can be seen providing the group with emotional support, and indicating his own emotional 

engagement. During the evening Hemi was observed to behave in a cognitively engaged manner 

as he was organised during the meeting, continually reminding the participants and facilitators 

of the plan. During the meeting he asked the facilitators relevant questions to help organise the 

following day, “Hemi asks Facilitator Sophie schedule. She says it is biking – he says what 

about sorting out food for bike? She forgot and he used his initiative to ask.” (C2, day 8, 8pm). 

Overall Hemi engaged strongly as the leader of the day. 

During the evening of the following day Hemi was observed to engage in a reflective 

task of writing a letter home to his family. In this task, Hemi appeared enthusiastic towards the 

novel activity of tramping to the top of the Pinnacle mountain range, which the group completed 

at the beginning of the WA, “Hemi ask how high pinnacles is – engaged” (C2, day 9, 5pm). As 

this was a letter to his mother, it suggests he was proud of his accomplishment as he wanted to 

share it. The following day Hemi was again observed to engage in a reflective activity. This 

activity involved the participants spending 20 minutes alone answering five questions about 

their experience so far in the WA (what has been the most challenging part so far? What have 

you learnt about others? And why did you say yes to Project K?). The participants were then 

invited to share their answers with the group, at which point only three participants volunteered 

to share, “Facilitator Sophie invite group to share one of questions… Oliver, Hemi and Nikau 
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share – no one else.” (C2, day 10, 4pm). Hemi appeared cognitively engaged as he thought 

deeply about his answer. He was also behaviourally engaged by volunteering to share his 

answers with the group. Engagement in this example was linked to the reflective activity, 

however this seemed to be specifically based on his pride felt through feelings of 

accomplishment after completing the physical challenge. 

End of the wilderness adventure. 

Hemi showed a great interest in the tramp which occurred on the last four days of the 

expedition. This was first observed when the facilitators provided informational support to the 

group by instructing them on how to use a map, “Map reading… Facilitator Sophie goes 

through and asks what specifically [is] on the map… She says the name and they find it… Hemi 

and Nikau answer questions. Hemi ask about other things on map e.g. bike ride we did.” (C2, 

day 12, 10am). Hemi can be seen cognitively engaging as the facilitators provide informational 

support to the group. Hemi showed a specific interest in biking, suggesting this was an 

experience he enjoyed in the WA, thus supporting the nature of the activities as important to his 

engagement. Throughout the tramp Hemi engaged in several ways. He engaged behaviourally 

by carrying the majority of the boys’ equipment, “Hemi [has the] heaviest [bag]” (C2, day 12, 

10am), he engaged emotionally by providing emotional and instrumental support to participants 

who were struggling, “Madison, Hemi and Tane also shout encouragement for Rishan” (C2, 

day 12, 2pm), “Hemi and Oliver took some of Rishan stuff today to make his pack lighter.” (C2, 

day 14, 3pm), and he engaged cognitively through asking questions about the tramp, “Hemi ask 

Facilitator Sophie the route tomorrow – he’s really into the tramp.” (C2, day 13, 8pm). On the 

last day of the tramp, and the final day of the expedition, Hemi displayed positive emotions 

towards the WA, “Nikau, Lauren, Tane and Hemi sing, play games and with ukulele the whole 

time – high spirits and lots of energy.” (C2, day 15, 10am). As this was the final day of the 

expedition it may be that this emotional engagement was due to feelings of accomplishment at 

being so close to the finish mark. 
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Hemi’s engagement continued over the final two residential days of the WA, which were 

spent at a log cabin. It was an unusual and unique building, giving the participants a novel 

experience as many commented during informal conversations with the researcher about how 

unusual it was to be staying there. Hemi appeared to immerse himself in this new experience 

and looked for informational support from the facilitators, “Hemi helps Facilitator Daniel get 

[the] fire ready - he [Hemi] is always inquisitive and looking for jobs to do.” (C2, day 15, 5pm). 

Hemi’s engaged behaviours were related to the novel experience of being in the log cabin and 

they were supported by the facilitator’s provision of informational support by showing Hemi 

how to make a fire, which was also a novel experience. On the final day Hemi engaged 

behaviourally as he volunteered to help with breakfast, “Breakfast preparation – cereals – 

Oliver and Hemi help get it out ready“ (C2, day 16, 7am)  and put a great deal of effort into 

cooking while using an old and rather slow BBQ, “Hemi and Oliver outside for 2 hours 

cooking” (C2, day 16, 6pm). Hemi’s behavioural engagement in this example was associated 

with the facilitators providing autonomy to the group by giving them the responsibility of 

cooking for the group. 

Summary of generally high engagement.  

Although the participants in this group share the same engagement trajectory, different 

factors appear to be important to their engagement and disengagement. Detailed narratives of 

Ariana and Hemi illustrate a number of these differences. Across the two participants, having 

opportunities to provide support to the group appeared to be important factors in increasing 

engagement. For Ariana, this focused on emotional support (e.g., encouragement), whereas 

Hemi’s support appeared more instrumental for the good of the group. Hemi’s engagement was 

further evidenced through his interest in the natural environment and the activities in the WA. 

Hemi had a high respect for authority, which meant that any short periods of disengaged 

behaviours were easily rectified through the facilitator’s actions. On the other hand, Ariana, who 
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was sensitive to empathy and relationships with peers, disengaged when there was conflict 

between her and another participant.  

William, Cameron, Xavier, Olivia and Annie from Case 1, and Neeva, Madison, Talia, 

Aimee, Tane, Nikau, Lauren, Huia and Oliver from Case 2 were also observed to have this 

engagement trajectory. The high number of participants in this trajectory group represents the 

generally high engagement observed in the participants across cases, which was also reported 

by the facilitators during informal conversations with the researcher. The analysis of the 

remaining participants in this group also demonstrates within group differences regarding the 

factors that influence engagement and disengagement. The strongest similarity across the 

participants is the nature of the environment and the activities, especially the positive influence 

of leadership. This was in terms of increasing general engagement, and also encouraging deeper 

engagement. For example, rather than just volunteering for tasks, the participants would 

demonstrate flexibility and strategic thinking in tasks. This can be seen in Lauren’s experience 

of being a leader, “Lauren asks Rishan if he is ok – caring for him.” (C2, day 4, 3pm), “Lauren 

keeps telling [the] participants to focus when they get distracted, which is a lot.” (C2, day 4, 

8pm), “Lauren suggests washing up to be done by the groups” (C2, day 4, 8pm). Lauren’s 

engagement can be seen at an emotional, behavioural and cognitive manner in these extracts, 

which was a result of her being the leader of the day. 

As well as identifying similarities, there were some key differences in factors influencing 

engagement based on the nature of the activities and the environment. With the exception of 

Olivier, who was observed to engage in every type of activity (e.g., novel experiences, reflective 

activities, leadership and physical challenges), most of the participants appeared to have a 

preference and engaged more so in one type of activity. For example, Neeva’s engagement was 

most commonly observed during the evening where she would engage in the reflective 

discussion regarding goals, “Neeva comes up with goal to stay focused at meetings” (C2, day 
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7, 7pm), Cameron appeared to engage in reflective discussions, “Cameron wants to say more 

ideas but Facilitator Chloe says he needs to give others a chance“ (C1, day 16, 12pm), and 

Olivia appeared eager to advance her personal development, “Individual goals are done quickly, 

Olivia took the longest –takes longer because she thinks deeply about her goals and takes them 

seriously.” (C1, day 7, 8pm). The positive influence reflection had on engagement was also 

observed in Ariana, but contrasts with William who did not appear to engage strongly with 

reflective activities. Neeva was not a physically strong member of the group, and Cameron 

injured himself during the WA preventing him from completing all the physical challenges, 

which may be why they engaged in the cognitive aspects of the WA. The strengths of Neeva, 

Cameron and Olivia appeared to be in reflective and critical thinking, therefore their engagement 

increased when these components were required in a task. In contrast, Aimee’s engagement 

appeared to be strongly associated with feelings of accomplishment. Aimee struggled during the 

physical challenges, “Aimee struggles but keeps pushing herself” (C2, day 14, 1pm), but when 

she completed them, her engagement increased, “Leader feedback – Aimee straight away want 

to go first – loud” (C2, day 14, 8pm). The act of volunteering leader feedback was a significant 

observation for Aimee who had previously remained quiet during this activity. Annie’s 

engagement also appeared to be influenced by the physical challenges, particularly in those that 

were observed to be challenging. This is consistent with Hemi’s engagement as he showed 

increased engagement in tough physical challenges.  

The skills of the facilitators also appeared to influence the participants’ engagement. 

This was especially relevant in the experiences of Xavier, Madison and Talia. In terms of Xavier, 

the influence of Facilitator Luke teaching Xavier how to cook has been discussed in Chapter 

Five in the provision of informational support section. Madison and Talia were also influenced 

by the facilitators’ skills, however in their experience it appeared to be the facilitators supporting 

the participants’ autonomy that influenced their engagement. Talia and Madison were 

consistently observed to be the first two participants to cook and clean, “Participants begin 
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cleaning without having to be asked – group are always good at getting on with cleaning. 

Madison and Talia [are] usually first [to clean] (C2, day 17, 7am), consequently providing 

support for the importance of the facilitators supporting autonomy to encourage behavioural 

engagement. Furthermore, the provision of emotional support also influenced engagement. This 

can be illustrated in Neeva’s experience, “Facilitator Mark praises Neeva and Aimee for 

[developing a] good group goal. Neeva leads action steps” (C2, day 1, 8pm). This extract 

demonstrates how Neeva cognitively engaged after receiving emotional support from Facilitator 

Mark. 

Similarly to Ariana and Hemi, Aimee and Annie’s engagement appeared to be affected 

by peer support in the WA as they both began to engage more as they formed friendships within 

the group. These friendships appeared to naturally develop over the course of the WA, 

suggesting the long duration encouraged friendships to develop. The friendships appeared to 

develop due to the nature of the activities, such as taking part in cognitive group games and 

being put into smaller groups for tasks (e.g., cooking). The importance of the social climate was 

further demonstrated as Annie, who, in a similar way to Ariana, would offer support to 

participants who appeared to be struggling, “The group walk well together, Sofia struggles and 

is slow. Annie walks behind with her to help, then the whole group waits” (C1, day 2, 11am). 

This extract illustrates how emotional engagement can develop through having opportunities to 

provide emotional support to peers.  

In term of disengagement, although leadership had a positive influence on William’s 

initial engagement, it also appeared to influence his disengagement. This can be seen on Day 8 

when William was assigned as leader of the day and he took his role especially seriously so 

much so that it appeared to encourage negative behaviours, “William is obsessively at the front 

– he is the leader for the afternoon but I have seen no leadership as he is so focused on being at 

the front.” (C1, day 8, 5pm). William was the leader of the day, but as noted in the extract he 
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placed a much higher importance on being at the front of the group, than on the tasks required 

of the leader. On the other hand, Tane’s disengagement appeared to be related to instances when 

the facilitators revoked power from the group, which is illustrated in Chapter Five.  

Similarly to Hemi’s experience, the presence of a lack of physical challenge appeared to 

influence disengagement in a number of participants. The following observations were taken 

during the evenings of the days that had low activity and illustrate the excess energy the 

participants had, “Hemi, Nikau, Huia and Tane [are being] silly – overexcited – too much down 

time?” (C2, day 2, 7pm), “Nikau and Tane [are a] distraction on other table with Lauren” (C2, 

day 9, 8pm). These extracts suggest the participants had an abundance of energy that had not 

been released during the day due to a lack of challenge. In contrast, Neeva, Aimee and Annie’s 

disengagement appeared to be influenced by the negative influence of peers. Neeva and Aimee’s 

friendship appeared to prevent them from forming friendships with other members of the group, 

thus placing a barrier to their emotional engagement. This has been discussed in the adverse 

effects of friendships section in Chapter Five. Also discussed in Chapter Five was the conflict 

between Annie and Aaliyah and how this influenced Annie’s disengagement. This conflict was 

especially negative for Annie as she appeared to be highly engaged throughout the WA when 

separate from Aaliyah. 

Variable engagement. 

The engagement of participants in this trajectory group appeared to have no consistent 

pattern. The participants in this group are characterised by numerous periods of engagement and 

disengagement on multiple days. The experiences of Hana, from Case 1, and Akram, from Case 

2, have been selected to illustrate the within group differences in factors that influenced 

engagement and disengagement. In addition to these participants, Logan, Max, Sofia and 

Aaliyah from Case 1 are also included, and will be discussed in the trajectory summary. 
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Hana’s experience. 

Hana was observed to be one of the quietest of the participants at the beginning of the 

WA. As her confidence grew, particularly when she was given the role of leader for the day, she 

became increasingly social. In general, two main factors appeared to contribute to the 

inconsistency in Hana’s engagement: the nature of the activities and peer support. When 

physical activities were challenging, Hana would struggle and she would appear to disengage. 

However, upon completing the activity her engagement increased. In terms of peer support, she 

formed a close friendship with Ariana who supported her throughout the WA. However, when 

there was conflict between Hana and Ariana, Hana appeared to disengage, thus supporting the 

importance of the social environment in Hana’s WA experience. An illustration of Hana’s 

engagement trajectory can be found in Figure 10. 
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Figure 10. Hana's engagement trajectory in the wilderness adventure. 

Beginning of the wilderness adventure. 

On the first day, the participants took part in an abseil. This activity appeared to create 

feelings of anxiety for Hana as she initially refused to take part, “Hana did not want to abseil 
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and refused when it was her go” (C1, day 1, 10am). The facilitators recognised Hana’s anxiety 

and provided her with support, which allowed her to complete the activity, “Facilitator Luke 

took her down with him and all the participants congratulated her at the end. Facilitator Luke 

said how proud he was of her” (C1, day 1, 10am). This provides evidence for the importance of 

the facilitators being attuned to the needs of the participants to increase behavioural engagement. 

The following day was the first day of the training tramp. Hana remained quiet, showing signs 

of participation rather than engagement. She remained quiet during the group discussion which 

was centred on making a contract for the participants to follow in the WA, “Strong participation, 

Xavier/Hana/Annie/Lewis/Cameron quiet.” (C1, day 2, 5pm). This extract does not necessarily 

demonstrate Hana’s disengagement, as she was not being disruptive or losing focus, but does 

show that she was merely participating and not showing signs of real engagement in the WA. 

The positive influence peers had on Hana’s engagement were observed when Hana 

began to form a friendship with Ariana and Aaliyah. Ariana and Aaliyah appeared to be 

confident and social, which had a positive influence Hana’s engagement. This was observed to 

influence Hana’s behavioural engagement on Day 3 when the three participants volunteered to 

wash up, “Aaliyah, Hana, Ariana have made up a language using noises which they use 

occasionally while washing up.” (C1, day 3, 8am). It is important to note that Ariana had 

volunteered to wash up on the previous days, suggesting that Ariana’s positive role modelling 

may have influenced Hana’s engagement. Ariana’s friendship was again observed to have a 

positive influence on Hana as Ariana encouraged her during a reflective exercise, “Hana speaks 

so quietly no one can hear, but she does try to share her ideas. Ariana shouts them out and 

refers to herself as Hana microphone. Facilitator Chloe pushes Hana until she says her ideas 

out loud herself” (C1, day 4, 9pm). Hana was engaged in the task as she wanted to contribute to 

the discussion, but the emotional support of Ariana and Facilitator Chloe influenced her 

engagement further as they encouraged her to vocally share her comment with the group.  



 

172 

 

On Day 5 Hana was given the title of leader of the day along with Lewis. Hana appeared 

to engage in this role and the responsibility that came with being the leader appeared to have a 

significant positive effect on her engagement in the WA. She demonstrated behavioural 

engagement by volunteering for tasks, “Hana and Ariana volunteer to help with food.” (C1, 

day 5, 12pm). Volunteering for tasks demonstrated a high level of behavioural engagement for 

Hana as she was not previously observed to do this. In addition, Hana demonstrated a level of 

cognitive engagement as she attempted to advance her learning while cooking dinner, “Hana 

asks for help - she is not usually so vocal and is really coming out of her shell” (C1, day 5, 

4pm). As can be seen in the extract, the researcher had observed that Hana was beginning to be 

more vocal, demonstrating signs of behavioural engagement through leading the activity. Even 

when members of the group were reluctant to adhere to her orders, Hana found ways to get them 

to listen, “Sofia volunteers to dry the dishes, Hana tells Max he must take over from her but he 

refuses – Hana gets Xavier to tell Max, Facilitator Luke sees this and tells Max to go and help” 

(C1, day 5, 4pm). This extract demonstrates that Hana was a strong and creative leader who was 

determined and confident in her leadership style. This was a vast contrast to her shy and quiet 

self that was previously observed. Unfortunately during the evening Hana had a brief period of 

disengagement, which appeared to be associated with her friendship with Aaliyah. The evening 

discussion was deeply personal as the group was reflecting on who had to make a sacrifice to 

allow them to be in the WA. Initially Hana, along with Aaliyah, struggled to engage in the task, 

“Cameron goes first, others follow and share openly except Hana and Aaliyah – they giggle 

and joke throughout” (C1, day 5, 9pm). However, as the facilitators encouraged Hana to answer, 

she engaged at an emotional level and opened up to the group about her personal life, “When 

they are pushed for answers Hana gives a very open answer about her aunty bringing her up.” 

(C1, day 5, 9pm). The positive change in Hana’s behaviour was acknowledged in the reflection 

notes taken at the end of Day 5, “Hana has really come out of her shell today and spoken up 

more.” (C1, day 5, 9pm). It appeared Hana engaged as a result of being the leader of the day as 
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she completed all the tasks required of this role. In addition, she began to show signs of 

emotional engagement as she was encouraged to share her personal life with the group. 

Middle of the wilderness adventure. 

Hana’s engagement appeared to deteriorate as she struggled throughout the first activity 

during the expedition, the wilderness tramp, which began on Day 7. Hana was initially observed 

to engage in the tramp as she assisted Sofia who was struggling, “Sofia struggles before we even 

get onto the proper track. Hana, Annie, Ariana hold her hand and help her.” (C1, day 7, 9am). 

However, in the final hour of the first day of the tramp, as the conditions deteriorated, Hana 

began to struggle. The following extracts illustrate the conditions and Hana’s experience, “It is 

a really tough walk… Pitch black walking through streams with mud and as it has been raining 

all day there are lots of deep areas. Everyone is falling over and getting wet. It is very cold and 

pitch black.”, “Hana struggle with the tramp at the end as she fell over a lot in the dark but kept 

really quiet about it and did not complain. I only notice her fall a lot because Ariana in front of 

me kept asking if she was ok.” (C1, day 7, 5pm). As can be seen in the extracts, the conditions 

were challenging, and Hana struggled as she fell over multiple times. She remained quiet and 

did not seek support or help from the group or facilitators. The extent of this struggle became 

evident the following morning when Hana refused to begin the second day of the tramp, “Hana 

is not there. She is sat alone at the side of the hut with her hood up. She remained sat here for 

20 minutes while Facilitator James and Ariana try to get her up. She refuses saying she is too 

cold.” (C1, day 8, 7am). As can be seen in the extract, it took twenty minutes of intense support 

from Facilitator Chloe and encouragement from Ariana for Hana to begin the tramp. This further 

demonstrates the importance of peer and facilitator support in Hana’s engagement. In addition 

to the one-on-one support, the group appeared to have a great deal of respect for Hana during 

this time, “Other participants were very patient, there were no sarcastic comments made [this 

often happens when Sofia struggles and needs support], there is a sense this is more serious.” 

(C1, day 8, 8am). For the remainder of the day Hana appeared distant and retreated to being a 
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quiet member of the group once again, demonstrating the negative effects the physical challenge 

had on her engagement. 

Hana’s disengagement continued the next morning, despite Ariana’s attempts to cheer 

her up, “Ariana tries to play a game with Hana but she isn’t really interested.” (C1, day 9, 

10am). When the group had reached the mountain summit Hana began to show signs of 

engaging once more. There was a positive feeling among the group at this accomplishment, 

“Summit at 1:30. Everyone is excited and talking about the environment/taking photos. It is cold 

and windy but everyone is happy” (C1, day 9, 1pm). The positive emotions and interest in taking 

photos demonstrates an emotional level of engagement. This was specifically noted in regard to 

Hana, “Aaliyah and Hana have the camera while we are at the summit and both enjoyed taking 

lots of photos.” (C1, day 9, 2pm). It appeared Hana was able to re-engage due to positive feelings 

of accomplishment when she completed the tramp. 

Hana was the leader for the day once more on Day 10, which was the first day of biking. 

Hana appeared engaged in her role as she demonstrated strong leadership skills by identifying 

participants who were not being helpful to the group, “Hana tells Max they were lazy and it is 

their fault the group is late” (C1, day 10, 8am), by offering help to those who were struggling, 

“Hana goes to help Sofia, she is the first to help on the bike ride” (C1, day 10, 10am), and by 

organising the group during the bike ride, “Hana tells him [William] Xavier should be at the 

front as he is fast” (C1, day 10, 11am). However, these positive effects leadership had on Hana’s 

engagement ended the next day as she showed signs of disengagement once more. This can be 

seen in the following extract, “Hana is quiet after how chatty she was yesterday” (C1, day 11, 

8am), which illustrates Hana’s low mood and withdrawal from the group. This was further 

evidenced by the following observation made in regard to the bike ride, “Hana remains at the 

back - feels down? – Not as engaged as usual for her.” (C1, day 11, 10am). Hana was observed 

to spend a lot of time with Aaliyah on this day. Aaliyah had shown signs of struggling to become 
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engaged in the WA, which potentially had a negative influence on Hana’s engagement. In 

addition, Aaliyah and Hana were involved in creating conflict within the group, “I caught 

Aaliyah and Hana bitching about Annie” (C1, day 11, 1pm), and Aaliyah encouraged Hana to 

break the rules of the WA by going to visit Aaliyah’s uncle who lived near the campsite the 

group were staying at, “Aaliyah and Hana sneak off to Aaliyah uncles house” (C1, day 11, 

4pm). These extracts provide evidence for the negative affect the friendship between Aaliyah 

and Hana had on Hana’s engagement. 

End of the wilderness adventure. 

Further evidence regarding the negative influence of Aaliyah and Hana’s friendship on 

Hana’s engagement was observed on the bike ride the next day when Aaliyah and Hana were 

separated and Hana appeared emotionally engaged, “There is a big hill – everyone loved going 

down it and wanted to go again. They tell me how fun it was and how much they enjoyed it – 

Hana [said she] loved it.” (C1, day 12, 3pm). As can be seen in the extract, Hana enjoyed the 

activity so much that she voluntarily reported it back to the researcher during an informal 

conversation. The researcher gave no prompts for this informal conversation, suggesting Hana 

had a high level of emotional engagement in the task. This can be seen again during the evening, 

“Hana and Max get going with dinner. Hana really involved and chatty about how much she 

enjoyed the day.” (C1, day 12, 6pm). Hana can be seen engaging at a behavioural level, and 

emotionally through discussing the enjoyment she felt during the activity of the bike ride. The 

bike ride took the group to the top of a large hill, which for many of the participants (due to the 

fact they live in a city, and so may be limited to riding their bikes in the city), was assumed to 

be a novel experience. Hana’s positive mood continued into the following day when, during the 

evening, she demonstrated an increased confidence in social situations, “Hana puts on loads of 

layers of clothes and walks around – all the participants laugh – she is the centre of attention – 

huge change from the shy girl who could barely say her name at the start of the WA.” (C1, day 

13, 7pm). This behaviour was a vast contrast to the quiet and shy behaviours observed in the 
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first section of the WA, illustrating a big behaviour change in Hana. She can be seen enjoying 

the WA and demonstrating a high level of emotional engagement.  

However, Hana’s engagement once again showed variability as she appeared to 

disengage on Day 15 when she withdrew from the group discussion in the evening, “Hana walks 

out seemingly randomly” (C1, day 15, 8pm). Hana came back and joined the group after 

speaking with Facilitator Chloe, “Facilitator Chloe chats to her, she doesn’t say much but does 

shrug when Facilitator Chloe asks her if she is upset because of someone in the group” (C1, 

day 15, 8pm). As can be seen in this extract, Hana hints that another member of the group had 

influenced her disengagement. Ariana was observed to be in a similar negative mood, which 

allowed the assumption that there has been conflict between the two participants. This incident 

has been previously discussed in Ariana’s experience, where it is illustrated that the two 

participants resolved the conflict together and as a result their engagement increased, as can be 

seen in the following extract taken during a reflective task, “Hana, Ariana, Aaliyah move away 

from the main table to write so they can concentrate more” (C1, day 16, 4pm). Hana’s 

engagement can be seen at a cognitive level and an emotional level in this extract. 

Akram’s experience. 

Akram had a roller-coaster of engagement in the WA, which began when he appeared 

to initially struggle to engage in the WA after striking up a close friendship with Oliver. Akram 

struggled to form close friendships with other members of the group, and consequently appeared 

to disengage during a number of activities. However, when Rishan became unwell while 

kayaking, Akram offered him a great amount of support and Akram’s engagement appeared to 

increase. However, this was short lived and after a few days Akram was back with Oliver and 

his disengaged behaviours were observed once more. On the final day, Akram’s engagement 

reached a high level during the emotion-provoking activity of writing his speech. It appears 

Akram engaged first at an emotional level, which opened him up to cognitive engagement and 
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finally through this, he showed signs of a behavioural level of engagement. A summary of 

Akram’s engagement trajectory is illustrated in Figure 11. 
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Figure 11. Akram's engagement trajectory in the wilderness adventure. 

Beginning of the wilderness adventure. 

Akram exhibited a range of behaviours on the first day of the WA, some suggesting he 

had become engaged in the WA, whereas others suggested he was disengaged. Akram initially 

appeared excited in the van while travelling to base camp and acted in an excitable manner, 

“Participants are silly and entertain themselves – play in van” (C2, day 1, 10am). This excitable 

behaviour continued when the group arrived at base camp and were instructed to build the 

campsite, “Oliver, Akram and Rishan are silly with the tent and not properly try.” (C2, day 1, 

11am). Akram began to show signs of engaging when the group went to a water hole, and he 

was one of only four participants to jump off a high cliff into the water, “Hemi scared of heights 

but jumped from the cliff. Oliver first, Akram next and Tane – Participants watch and cheer“ 

(C2, day 1, 4pm). Following this activity Akram was helpful during the evening discussion, 

offering sensible answers to develop a group goal, “Akram volunteers sensible [answer]” (C2, 
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day 1, 7pm). The novel activity of being at the water hole and the support from the participants 

when Akram jumped from the cliff appeared to have a positive influence on his cognitive 

engagement. 

Akram’s engagement continued the following day when he volunteered to help prepare 

breakfast for the group and remained sensible when he spilt milk all over the kitchen, “Akram 

not hold milk lid properly and spills milk everywhere. He stays calm and Facilitator Sophie is 

very calm too“ (C2, day 2, 7am). Akram stood up to his responsibility as he cleaned up the milk 

and apologised to Huia. He was also initially engaged in the group discussion that morning by 

volunteering answers, “Nikau Akram shout out [answers]” (C2, day 2, 9am). Akram can be 

seen engaging cognitively in this task. As this was a task that the facilitators led in an interactive 

and physical manner, this extract supports the importance of the facilitators’ skills to encourage 

engagement. Following this task, Akram learned that the group would be going to the water hole 

later that day, which appeared to influence his disengagement. During the food preparation 

Akram failed to engage, “Akram not engaged – more excited about swimming again.” (C2, day 

2, 11am). He also failed to engage in the task of preparing lunch, “Oliver Akram do lunch 

preparation. [They were] walking past and Facilitator Sophie asked them [to do it] – not 

voluntarily, it was a coincidence” (C2, day 2, 12pm). Initially taking part in this task would be 

identified as behavioural engagement, however as the extract explains this was not the case in 

this instance. Akram’s distraction in the task can be seen in the following extracts, “Oliver 

Akram reluctant to do lunch – [they] want to swim… Akram distracted – play with Nikau.” (C2, 

day 2, 1pm). In a similar pattern of observations taken on the previous day, Akram’s engagement 

increased after the visit to the water hole. This can be seen in his cognitive engagement in the 

evening discussion, “Akram attempts to do group goal and Oliver” (C2, day 2, 7pm). It 

appeared that once again the novel activity stimulated Akram’s engagement in the WA. 
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Akram appeared to disengage on Day 3 when the group took part in their first physical 

activity, the training tramp. Akram appeared to struggle to engage during the training tramp as 

he mocked the facilitators’ rules and refused to follow Lauren’s (the leader of the day) 

instructions, “Akram shouts silly things to the participants behind e.g. ‘watch for fire’” (C2, 

day 3, 11am), “Lauren says heads should swap with tails again, Akram says no.” (C2, day 3, 

12pm). Apart from attempting to intervene with the group’s experience, Akram also struggled 

to take responsibility for his own belongings, “Akram boot is still not on properly – Facilitator 

Sophie asks him to fix it – “feel like I am wasting air on you” – he fails to do it properly again 

so she does it for him.” (C2, day 3, 4pm). This extract illustrates how Akram was irresponsible 

when looking after his equipment. The facilitators began to show signs of frustration with 

Akram as he repeated the same behaviours and failed to listen to their instructions. It appears 

that the facilitators in this instance had failed to be attuned to Akram’s needs in terms of his 

engagement. He was consistently showing signs of disengagement, but rather than attempt to 

discourage these behaviours, the facilitators showed signs of frustration. Perhaps if the 

facilitators reiterated the importance of being responsible for the equipment during the activities 

Akram’s engagement may have increased.  

On the second day of the training tramp Akram once again appeared disengaged, “Akram 

leaves his pot – Facilitator Sophie turns it off – he learns he can’t leave his pot. Akram keeps 

asking other members of his group to do porridge.” (C2, day 4, 7am), “Oliver Akram play with 

[tent] pegs… they [Oliver and Akram] are being silly and loud.” (C2, day 4, 1pm). In both of 

these extracts Akram can be seen struggling with the responsibilities given to him. Following 

this, Facilitator Mark held the boys back on the tramp and reprimanded them for some of the 

irresponsibility observed during the tramp. Akram did not engage in this discussion, “Facilitator 

Mark stays with boys – talks to them about their silly behaviour. Oliver blames it [the behaviour] 

on Akram… Akram tries to get Hemi’s eye contact to joke but Hemi concentrates on Facilitator 

Mark.” (C2, day 4, 4pm). As can be seen in the extracts, Akram struggled to take this talk 
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seriously, and even attempted to disrupt Hemi’s concentration. Facilitator Daniel joined the 

group that evening, and was observed to make a special effort with Akram, “Facilitator Daniel 

has friendly long chat with Akram [and] Oliver – makes a good bond – comes across as 

interested…. Akram asks him questions too.” (C2, day 4, 6pm). Akram can be seen forming a 

relationship with Facilitator Daniel. This was the first time a facilitator was observed to speak 

one-on-one with a participant during free time in Case 2. This appeared to have a positive 

influence on Akram as he showed signs of engaging at a behavioural and cognitive level that 

evening, “Oliver Akram come to wash up” (C2, day 4, 8pm), “Lauren Oliver Akram say Rishan 

Aimee leaders for tomorrow – everyone else agree” (C2, day 4, 9pm). At the end of the evening 

meeting Akram volunteered himself to be leader for the following day, thus demonstrating his 

engagement in the WA through his enthusiasm to be the leader of the day.  

Akram engaged in his role as leader on Day 5. He showed signs of being responsible in 

this role, which can be seen when Akram was instructed to gather the group for the morning 

meeting. Rishan was missing, and Akram volunteered to look for him, “Rishan not here when 

they number off [count that the participants are all present] – Akram goes to look” (C2, day 5, 

7am). Following this, the activity for the day was kayaking, and Akram was observed to engage 

well as he was responsible and encouraging to his peers, e.g., “All the participants roll well – 

they have to practice releasing underwater. Oliver and Akram go first and help others come up 

[to the surface of the water].” (C2, day 5, 1pm). Akram’s engagement may be because he was 

confident in this task, allowing him to dedicate time to help others, “Aimee Neeva struggle at 

first but pick it up soon. Everyone else gets it quickly. Oliver and Akram [are the] most 

confident.” (C2, day 4, 12pm). Throughout the day Akram demonstrated engagement at a 

cognitive and behavioural level with the tasks required of the leader. As this was Akram’s 

highest level of engagement thus far in the WA, it provides evidence for the importance 

leadership roles in his engagement.  
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Middle of the wilderness adventure. 

The day following this was the first day of the expedition and involved kayaking. Once 

again Akram engaged with this activity, “All pull kayaks up to camp. Hemi and Akram carry 

[the] other participants [kayaks]” (C2, day 6, 4pm). Akram can be seen engaging at a cognitive 

level as he went above and beyond the requirements of the task. However, the following day 

Akram disengaged during kayaking, “Oliver and Akram keep going off track and bump into 

participants – Facilitator Daniel reminds them they are not bumper cars.” (C2, day 7, 9am). 

Akram’s disengaged behaviours were also observed during the group activity in the afternoon, 

“Akram distracts the participants and Facilitator Mark tells him to stop.” (C2, day 7, 4pm), as 

well as throughout the evening meeting, “Akram continues to be distracting and chat with 

Oliver, Tane and Hemi“ (C2, day 7, 8pm). Akram’s behaviour when kayaking suggests he was 

not finding the activity particularly interesting or challenging. This may be because it was the 

third day kayaking and the novelty had worn off. Akram appeared to have an abundance of 

energy during the activity and in the evening, suggesting the lack of challenge may be the reason 

for his disengagement.  

Day 8 appeared to be a significant day for Akram in the WA. During the morning Rishan 

had become very unwell while kayaking and as a result had vomited in the sea. Following this 

incident, the group went to the nearest beach and ate lunch, during which time Akram did not 

leave Rishan’s side, “Akram stays with Rishan the whole time.” (C2, day 8, 12pm). Akram 

appeared concerned for Rishan and did everything he could to ensure Rishan was feeling better. 

Akram had not previously spent a great amount of time with Rishan, which makes this display 

of caring more significant especially as this emotional, empathetic side of Akram had not been 

previously observed. It appears the having the opportunity to support someone who was unwell 

led to Akram’s emotional engagement in the WA. Following this incident, Akram’s behaviour 

was seen to change notably. Akram was engaged and focused during the evening meeting, 

reminding the participants of their goal, “Akram reminds group their goal is to be more efficient 
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in meetings,” (C2, day 8, 8pm) and providing sensible comments during the discussions, 

“Akram very sensible during meeting” (C2, day 8, 8pm).  

The next two days in the WA were spent on a bike ride, and Akram continued to appear 

engaged. At the beginning of the bike ride the facilitators had given the participants the option 

to wait for the slower participants to leave, and then to ride faster. Akram chose to ride slowly 

and lead the group, “Akram goes in front and leads the girls and Rishan at a slower pace. Other 

boys wait and go fast” (C2, day 9, 10am). While on the bike ride Akram was concerned about 

the needs of the group, “Akram is the only one asking if the participants want breaks.” (C2, day 

9, 1pm) and he demonstrated cognitive engagement when the rest of the group failed to do so, 

“we stop at a closed gate. Participants assume it won’t open, after a few minutes looking at it 

Akram tries to open it and then holds it for everyone to go past – sensible” (C2, day 9, 2pm). 

The incident with Rishan the previous day seemed to have opened pathways to Akram’s 

connection to the group. This appeared to increase his engagement as he demonstrated empathy 

through helping and supportive behaviours. Akram’s positive behaviour was rewarded as he 

was voted as ‘camper of the day’ on Day 9.  

Unfortunately, Akram began to show signs of disengagement the following evening, 

particularly during the evening meeting, “Akram a little hyper and distracting with Hemi – 

Oliver joins in too”, “Lauren prompts the participants to focus. She tells individuals to focus 

[Oliver and Akram]“ (C2, day 10, 7-8pm). As this followed a day of little activity (the bike ride 

was a lot shorter in distance than the other activities), Akram’s disengagement may once again 

be due to a lack of challenge during the day. Akram’s disengaged behaviour continued the 

following day. This was the layover day and was based at the campsite with a number of group 

activities throughout the day. Akram was unable to take these seriously and became disruptive 

while the facilitators were explaining the instructions of the tasks. As the layover day had little 

physical activity, this further supports the influence of a lack of physical challenge on Akram’s 
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disengagement. Akram’s disengagement prompted Facilitator Mark to speak to him directly, 

“Facilitator Mark explains the next level of activity, Akram makes a joke. Facilitator Mark says 

‘you’re always the one cracking jokes aren’t you’ – very harsh tone, humiliating in front of 

everyone. All silent. Facilitator Mark says that everyone [is] pushing [their] trust and you’re 

making jokes” (C2, day 11, 11am). This appeared to stop Akram’s disruptive behaviour as he 

engaged behaviourally for the remainder of the task. Although Akram had previously failed to 

respect the facilitators when they spoke to him about his behaviour, this time it appeared to have 

a positive effect on him. It may be because this scolding was public, or it may be that Akram 

had understood that the facilitators were to be respected in the WA. During the evening Akram 

demonstrated a level of cognitive engagement as he attempted to lead the meeting, “Akram gets 

group back on focus to meeting” (C2, day 11, 8pm). Akram was also observed to show his 

empathetic side to Nikau, who was uncharacteristically sat away from the group, “Akram asks 

Nikau if he is ok – he says he is tired” (C2, day 11, 9pm). On this occasion, it appeared to be the 

strict rules imposed by the facilitators helped to re-engage Akram. 

End of the wilderness adventure. 

The final four days of the WA in Case 2 consisted of a four-day wilderness tramp. The 

variability in Akram’s engagement was once again illustrated throughout this activity, 

suggesting he was in part engaged but also that he was struggling with some aspects of the 

experience. During the morning of the first day of the tramp Akram appeared eager to begin the 

activity by helping Tane with the morning meeting and prompting the group to eat breakfast, 

“Akram prompts and Tane reads schedule during silence after stretches”, “Akram shouts 

breakfast ready.” (C2, day 12, 7-8am). However, these engaged behaviours were short lived as 

Akram struggled to take responsibility for the group’s belongings on the tramp. The boys were 

all responsible for carrying their tent and food, but Akram was reluctant to take his share, “Hemi 

heaviest and Akram lightest [bag] – Participants tell him [Akram] he can carry more and he 

gets snappy saying no”, “Nikau takes tent that Akram wouldn’t carry.” (C2, day 12, 9am). 
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Akram appeared to have reverted back to the behaviour witnessed at the beginning of the WA 

in terms of being irresponsible. The group were aware of Akram’s negative mood, and in the 

evening they held him accountable for the failure of the goal of the day, “Some [participants] 

agree they have achieved their goal – Participants say Akram didn’t achieve it because he was 

tired and complained.” (C2, day 12, 8pm). The lack of support from the group appeared to have 

a negative influence on Akram’s engagement as he appeared disengaged in the rest of the 

discussion, “Akram being distracting”, and “Talia gets snappy with Akram when he doesn’t 

focus.” (C2, day 12, 9pm). In this instance, it appeared Akram’s feeling of being ostracised by 

the group encouraged him to disengage. Similar behaviours were observed during the evening 

meeting the following day, “Akram totally off topic distracting Neeva” (C2, day 13, 9pm).  

Following this period of disengagement Akram insisted he was leader on the final day of the 

tramp, “Leader tomorrow – Akram [and] Rishan want to be leader on last day. They rock paper 

scissors – Akram wins so Rishan leader [tomorrow]” (C2, day 13, 10pm). This incident 

illustrates Akram’s engagement in leadership roles in the WA.  

On his final day as a leader Akram was seen to step up to his responsibility and his 

engagement increased. He led the group well through the morning meeting and breakfast, and 

was at the front of the group leading them through the tramp. Upon arrival at the log cabin 

Akram became passive in his leadership, as it appeared the group did not need direction from a 

leader, “I can’t see much leadership from Akram and Huia – all participants get on with it 

themselves and not need leadership?” (C2, day 15, 2pm). As mentioned in the extract, Akram’s 

retreat in terms of leadership does not necessarily mean he disengaged, but that the group did 

not require much direction in this task. Akram was also observed to take instructions from the 

facilitators when he wanted to have a shower but was told by Facilitator Sophie that as he was 

the leader he must be the last to shower, “Tane tell Akram to have a shower – he says he is 

waiting for everyone – he has listened to Facilitator Sophie, progress.” (C2, day 15, 4pm). 

Akram’s acceptance of the facilitators’ rules illustrates behavioural engagement. Akram 
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remained focused in his role and efficiently organised the group for the evening meeting, 

“Akram speaks to the participants – comes back and tells Facilitator Daniel the meeting will be 

at 7 not 7:30.” (C2, day 15, 8pm). During leader feedback, it was recognised that Akram had 

stepped up in recent days but that it was a shame it had taken him so long to do so, “Facilitator 

Mark [said that it is a] shame you [Akram] have only just stepped up” (C2, day 15, 9pm). This 

feedback from the facilitators and peers appeared to have a positive influence on Akram’s 

engagement, as it was seen to be at the highest level throughout the WA on the final day. 

The final day of the WA was a reflective day, which was focused on writing speeches to 

be read out by the participants to their family and friends upon returning from the WA. Akram 

showed a high level of cognitive engagement on this day, this was a level of engagement he had 

previously appeared to struggle to reach. The following observations demonstrate the high 

engagement at a cognitive and emotional level, “Akram comes to Facilitator Daniel and reads 

out speech – deep, talks about change, reflective. Says how the WA made him closer to his 

religion. Facilitator Daniel says to him he has Goosebumps.” (C2, day 16, 10am), “[Facilitator 

Daniel] asks the participants if anyone wants to share [their speeches] – Akram shares 

incredible speech…. Participants offer positive things about it.” (C2, day 16, 11am). Akram’s 

engagement was further evidenced at a behavioural level through volunteering to clean 

equipment, “Facilitator Mark cleans marquee with Akram outside” (C2, day 16, 12pm), and 

through helping to clean up after lunch, “Talia only participant to volunteer to help clear up. 

Akram later comes and washes up” (C2, day 16, 1pm). It appeared that for Akram, it took nearly 

the whole WA before he was able to recognise the positive influence of the experience. As he 

began to recognise this positive influence, which was encouraged through the activity of writing 

a speech, he engaged deeply. 
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Summary of variable engagement. 

The experiences of Hana and Akram illustrate two key differences with regards to the 

factors that influence engagement. In Hana’s experience, the influence of peers appeared to be 

strong. When she received support from the group, her engagement increased, and when her 

friends appeared to disengage, she also became disengaged. This was especially significant in 

the final two days when there was conflict between Hana and Ariana. Perhaps if the facilitators 

were able to recognise and help them to resolve this conflict, Hana would have been able to re-

engage sooner and enjoy the final days of the WA. In contrast, Akram appeared to be strongly 

influenced by the skills of the facilitators. When the facilitators failed to enforce strong rules, 

Akram became disengaged, and when they did enforce them, Akram responded well. It appeared 

Akram needed clear limitations to understand the importance of responsibility. One of the key 

similarities with these two experiences was the positive effect seen in their engagement on the 

day they were leader, suggesting this was an important activity in the WA. 

Logan, Max, Sofia and Aaliyah from Case 1 were also observed to have this engagement 

trajectory. Similarly to Akram, Logan’s engagement appeared to be influenced by the skills of 

the facilitators. This was especially poignant when they encouraged him to eat a number of foods 

he was scared to try during the first few days of the WA, “[Logan] does not eat until it is time 

to wash up… Participants are told they have to eat everything” (C1, day 2, 5pm). When Logan 

overcame his fear, his confidence appeared to increase. However, Logan’s sensitivity to the 

facilitator’s actions also influenced his disengagement, as they failed to be attuned to his lack of 

confidence as a leader. In contrast to Hana and Akram, Logan was observed to disengage on his 

day as a leader as he appeared uncomfortable with the position of power. This is illustrated in 

the corresponding section in Chapter Five.  

In contrast to the skills of the facilitators, Aaliyah and Max’s engagement appeared to 

be strongly influenced by the physical activities, in which they both engaged well, “Aaliyah and 
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Hana have the camera while we are at the summit and both enjoyed taking lots of photos” (C1, 

day 9, 1pm), “Max, Annie and Olivia shout positive encouragement to participants [while 

kayaking]” (C1, day 14, 2pm). However, they also struggled to engage with the reflective 

aspects of the WA, “Aaliyah is last [to speak] and requires lots of prompts. She keeps saying 

there is nothing she values [about herself] and appears shy and does not want to speak.” (C1, 

day 2, 8pm), “SOLOS [reflective exercise] – 30 minutes with their log books and facilitators 

come over for one-on-ones…Max messes around [he has the] camera” (C1, day 6, 12pm). Both 

participants were very physically able, which may suggest why they flourished in the physical 

activities and wanted to help others be as successful. It appears that they engaged more in the 

activities that they felt comfortable with (e.g., kayaking, tramping), and not those in which they 

struggled with (e.g., reflection). Max also appeared to disengage during periods of low 

challenge, which contrasted with Aaliyah whose engagement was observed to continue during 

periods of low challenge. Rather, Aaliyah’s disengagement appeared to be associated with 

conflict with members of the group. In general, Aaliyah appeared to struggle to engage at any 

level apart from behavioural. Interestingly, it was Aaliyah’s struggle to engage at a cognitive 

and emotional level that first brought to light the importance of individual experiences of 

engagement to the researcher when in the field. This was captured in the reflective field note 

taken on Day 6, “Aaliyah volunteers to help but doesn’t seem that cognitively engaged and 

appears the trip hasn’t impacted her too much = different participants engage on completely 

different levels with different needs and actions” (C1, day 6, 10pm). 

In terms of the influence of peers, it appeared that there was a barrier to Sofia’s 

engagement as she was unable to make any strong connections to the group, “Sofia appears left 

out as all the other girls chat together.” (C1, day 4, 7am). Further evidence for the importance 

of peers in Sofia’s engagement can be seen when she began to engage after receiving emotional 

and instrumental support from her peers, “Sofia jokes with others and is in a happy mood, not 

usually like this in the evenings.” (C1, day 7, 7pm). In a similar pattern to Hana and Akram, 
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Sofia’s engagement increases on the days she was leader, however this appeared to be temporary 

as her engagement was not observed to remain consistent following these periods.  

Increased engagement. 

Increased engagement represents participants whose engagement increased throughout 

the WA. The participants appeared to be initially disengaged, but as the WA progressed, their 

engagement increased, and towards the end the participants demonstrated significant 

behavioural changes compared to those observed at the beginning of the WA. This category 

includes two participants: Lewis from Case 1 and Rishan from Case 2. Both participants 

appeared to have similar experiences, and both trajectories of engagement were unique in 

comparison to the other participants. 

Lewis’s experience. 

Lewis was a 14 year-old male who spoke openly about his lack of natural desire to be in 

the outdoors. He preferred the luxuries of home to being pushed outside his comfort zone. Lewis 

had an interesting journey from the start of the WA, where he appeared to be the least engaged 

or indeed the least interested in the WA. It appeared that key to his transformation was the 

struggle he faced when he was required to complete the challenging activities. He succeeded at 

each activity, slowly increasing his confidence and belief in himself. When he received a letter 

from home, reminding him of the support he had from his family, his connection to the WA 

appeared to become stronger. Together, these factors helped him to overcome his initial 

negativity and embrace and engage in the WA, ultimately leading to a positive transformation. 

An illustration to summarise Lewis’s trajectory of engagement can be found in Figure 12. 
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Figure 12. Lewis's engagement trajectory in the wilderness adventure. 

Beginning of the wilderness adventure. 

Lewis appeared to be the least engaged member of the group throughout the first day, 

which was first observed while the facilitators were giving instructions to the group regarding 

the abseil. Lewis was the only participant who struggled to focus during this period, “Lewis 

keeps leaning up against the bus, Facilitator Luke tells him off each time and waits for him to 

stand in the circle” (C1, day 1, 10am). As can be seen in the extract, despite Facilitator Luke 

scolding him, Lewis kept repeating the same disengaged behaviour. Lewis appeared unfocused 

again in the group discussion later that afternoon, only this time he was seen attempting to 

distract the group, “[the participants] work on a trust exercise in their books, this is done in 

silence… Lewis tries to interrupt.” (C1, day 1, 3pm). In addition to this disruptive behaviour, 

Lewis made negative comments about the WA to the group, “[Facilitator Luke asks] what areas 

of the WA are you looking forward to?... Lewis [gives a] negative answer of pushing people 

over in kayaks. All other participants give specific answers that are activity based e.g. 

kayaking” (C1, day 1, 9pm). As can be seen in the extract, Lewis was the only participant that 
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did not give a positive response to this question. It appeared that Lewis was struggling to take 

the WA seriously, and he did not have much interest in being part of it. The following day was 

the first day of physical challenge, the training tramp, during which Lewis appeared to struggle 

physically, “Lewis struggles and the group encourage him” (C1, day 2, 1pm). Lewis’s negative 

feelings towards the WA were expressed when the facilitators asked the group to rate how well 

they believed they were doing so far in the WA. The participants used their thumb as a rating 

scale, with thumbs up representing the belief that they are doing well, and thumbs down 

representing the belief that they are not doing very well, “Facilitator Luke introduces thumb-o-

meter – everyone has thumbs up except Lewis who has middle.” (C1, day 2, 4pm). Lewis’s lack 

of confidence in his ability in the WA may have been because he was the only participant who 

appeared to struggle in the training tramp. Lewis’s negative feeling towards the WA was further 

illustrated when he said he was feeling homesick, “Facilitator Luke has a chat with Lewis and 

discovers he has been crying and feeling really homesick. Facilitator Luke decides to change 

the evening discussion which was originally about family. (C1, day 2, 5pm). Lewis’s 

observations suggest he did not want to be in the WA and he struggled to engage with it. The 

facilitator was attuned to Lewis’s negative mood, and, by offering support, discovered Lewis 

was feeling homesick. Facilitator Luke then adapted the evening discussion, providing an 

example of how the facilitators were attuned to the participants needs, and in the case of Lewis, 

it may have prevented him from disengaging further in the WA.  

On Day 3 Lewis received a great amount of support from his tent partner Cameron. The 

facilitators had spoken to Cameron and informed him of Lewis’s low mood. Cameron reacted 

in a positive way to this by providing Lewis with support throughout the morning, e.g. 

“Cameron helps Lewis to pack and gives him advice on what would help make packing easier.” 

(C1, day 3, 8am). Although Lewis spent the first half of the tramp isolating himself from the 

group and walking with the facilitators, after lunch he integrated himself within the group, 

“After lunch Lewis was more involved and walked in the middle.” (C1, day 3, 2pm). This may 
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have been due to the earlier communal lunch, “Participants have cheese and crackers in their 

packs, all get them out and share. Sat on the grass by the river, all chatting and bonding. (C1, 

day 3, 1pm). It appeared that having the opportunity to bond with the group over lunch 

encouraged Lewis to connect with the participants, thus influencing his emotional engagement. 

The positive influence of the development of friendships can be seen in the following extracts 

taken on the evening of Day 3, “Discussion around the goal with answers from Ariana, 

Cameron, Lewis.” (C1, day 3, 5pm), “They do their individual goal for tomorrow and group 

goal. Xavier and Lewis first to volunteer answers.” (C1, day 3, 8pm). These extracts illustrate 

how Lewis engaged at a behavioural and cognitive level during the evening. This has occurred 

after Lewis began to develop friendships with members of the group, but also at the end of a 

challenge he struggled with. Consequently, his engagement in this instance may be associated 

with the factors of accomplishment and peer support.  

The following morning Lewis appeared to be integrating himself within the group, 

“Lewis jokes with others, appears more integrated into the group” (C1, day 4, 7am). This 

illustrates the enjoyment Lewis was experiencing after making friends with other participants. 

However, as soon as the group arrived at the site of their next activity, Lewis began to disengage, 

“All participants get involved [taking kayaks off the trailer] except Lewis who needs prompts 

from the facilitators” (C1, day 4, 9am), “Lewis is stood outside the circle and spells his name 

in the sand – not engaged.” (C1, day 4, 10am). Lewis illustrated a lack of focus and attention, 

along with his lack of interest in helping the group set up for the activity. Lewis was again 

observed to struggle in this task, “Some are strong and able to paddle around the buoy whereas 

other struggle and stay in the bay [Sofia/Ariana, Lewis/Cameron]” (C1, day 4, 11am). When 

the activity was over, Lewis appeared to isolate himself from the group once more. This was in 

contrast with the previous day where Lewis engaged when the activity was over. It may be that 

Lewis’s struggle in this task had decreased his confidence as he was not able to paddle to the 

buoy, and as such he disengaged behaviourally. Furthermore, Lewis was not observed to receive 
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any support from the participants or facilitators, which may have been important to his previous 

engagement at the end of the tramp. Lewis also struggled to engage in the group games played 

on the beach during the afternoon, “Lewis is very quiet and not even looking at the group” (C1, 

day 4, 2pm). Lewis’s engagement only appeared to increase after the participants verbalised 

how he had been unhelpful during the task, “Aaliyah and Annie point out Lewis and Sofia did 

not help much.” (C1, day 4, 3pm). It may have been that Lewis did not realise the extent of his 

disengaged behaviours, but once they were demonstrated to him he was able to adapt them, 

“Challenge 2 – Participants need to get across the beach. Lewis immediately pairs with Xavier” 

(C1, day 4, 4pm). Lewis’s pairing with Xavier demonstrates behavioural engagement as Xavier 

was the strongest member of the group, suggesting Lewis had a desire to win the challenge. 

Following this, Lewis was observed to try to connect with his peers that evening, “Lewis makes 

an effort to be social… Lewis does show signs of wanting to be social, he has a chance to sit in 

his room now and does not take it.” (C1, day 4, 8pm). This extract suggests an emotional level 

of engagement as Lewis was looking for connections within the group. Lewis’s increase in 

emotional engagement may be due to the group games played in the afternoon as these games 

are designed to encourage the participants to work together to achieve success, and in the case 

of Lewis it appeared the games helped to cultivate a sense of connection for him to the group. 

Lewis’s first day as leader was on Day 5, which was the training bike ride. Lewis 

appeared to struggle to engage in this role, forcing other participants and facilitators to step in 

to ensure the day would run efficiently. He required prompts from the facilitators and 

participants to complete tasks, “Facilitator Luke prompts Lewis as he is sat doing nothing.” 

(C1, day 5, 7am). It may be that Lewis was not confident in this role, thus causing him to 

disengage. The group did not appear to respect Lewis as a leader, “Facilitator Luke gets 

everyone together to talk about leaders and listening to leaders.” (C1, day 5, 11am). However, 

even the Facilitators intervention did not have an impact on the group and they continued to 

disrespect Lewis’s leadership, “Lewis attempts to get everyone together to make lunch but fails 
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so Olivia steps in.” (C1, day 5, 1pm). These extracts illustrate that Lewis was indeed attempting 

to fulfil his role as leader, but that the group did not appear to follow his leadership. The struggle 

Lewis had in his role appeared detrimental to his engagement as his highest level of 

disengagement was observed during the afternoon and evening, “Lewis does nothing [to help 

cook dinner], Hana says he can shower so he leaves to shower even though it is his team meant 

to be cooking” (C1, day 5, 5pm). “Lewis in dinner team reluctant to wash up but eventually 

everyone joins in – team force him to join in” (C1, day 5, 7pm). Later in the evening the group 

vocalised their frustration with Lewis, “Lot of participants have resentment towards Lewis 

saying he doesn’t do anything and should go home – he appears unfazed” (C1, day 5, 8pm). 

These extracts illustrate the negative impact of the leadership role on Lewis’s engagement as 

the group failed to respect him as a leader, which resulted in his separation from the group. The 

facilitators did attempt to encourage the group to respect Lewis, however when this failed they 

made no attempt to try again. It appeared that the facilitators were not attuned to the group’s 

negativity towards Lewis. Perhaps if the facilitators intervened further and encouraged the group 

to listen to him, Lewis’s engagement would not have deteriorated to the extent that it did. 

Middle of the wilderness adventure. 

Day 6 was a travel day which saw Lewis illustrate similar disengaged behaviours by 

showing a lack of connection to the group, “Lewis grabs his own bread before lunch is laid out. 

Annie stops him and they all tell him he needs to help.” (C1, day 6, 12pm). This extract is 

important as the rules of the WA state that the group must say a prayer and begin eating at the 

same time, thus demonstrating Lewis’s behavioural disengagement. Later that evening Lewis 

was observed to attempt to form a friendship with participants as he was seen laughing with 

them, but he made antisocial comments that prevented this from happening; for instance, about 

throwing people in the river. Lewis’s attempt to form friendships with participants suggested he 

was beginning to emotionally engage. However, his antisocial comments appeared to limit the 

extent to which his efforts to make friends were successful. 



 

194 

 

The following day was the first day of the expedition, which began with a three-day 

wilderness tramp. On the first day of the tramp the group walked the wrong way on the track, 

adding a further 90 minutes to their already long day. Lewis expressed his frustration and anger 

towards this error by becoming verbally upset, “We had to walk in the dark because we went 

the wrong way and lost a lot of time. Lewis very angry, lots of swearing.” (C1, day 7, 5pm). As 

identified in Chapter Three, negative reactions are a sign of emotional engagement, therefore 

this observation suggests Lewis was emotionally engaged. Following this, when the group did 

eventually finish the tramp, Lewis verbalised his desire to go home, “Lewis is very quiet, only 

says a few times that he wants to give up” (C1, day 7, 9pm), thus illustrating his disengagement. 

Lewis had experienced an incredibly tough challenge, and his immediate reaction was to give 

up. However, the participants are encouraged to continue the WA which meant Lewis remained 

a participant, which was especially important as Day 8 saw a huge positive change in his 

behaviours, as can be seen in the following extract, “Lewis is a new person, very positive. Says 

he liked walking in the forest and has started warning the person behind him of muddy areas, 

slippery rocks and hanging roots – the group are really good at this but Lewis has previously 

not bothered.” (C1, day 8, 11am). Lewis’s engagement can be seen through his enjoyment and 

taking an interest in nature. This glimpse of change in Lewis’s engagement may be due to a 

sense of accomplishment after completing the first challenge in the WA. It may also be due to 

Lewis reaching an incredibly low point, meaning that the only direction after this was up.  

A similar pattern of events occurred the following day when the group began the bike 

ride section of the WA. The wind, rain and hail stones made the bike ride a lot more challenging 

than it would usually be. This challenge caused Lewis to have another negative reaction, and 

again verbalise his desire to leave the WA, “Lewis stops and wants to quit, Facilitator Emily 

chats with him and gets him waterproof so he can continue.” (C1, day 10, 3pm). On this 

occasion, the facilitators were available to offer Lewis support, which eventually encouraged 

him to continue on the bike ride. When the group had finished their bike ride and arrived at the 
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campsite the following observation was made, “Logan William Lewis volunteer to wash up.” 

(C1, day 10, 8pm). This was the first time Lewis had volunteered for a task to benefit the group 

in the WA. As this occurred after Lewis completed a challenge in which he struggled, it may 

have been Lewis’s sense of accomplishment again that acted as a catalyst to his engagement. 

Lewis’s positive behaviour continued during the bike ride the next day where he positioned 

himself at the front of the group, suggesting he was behaviourally engaged, “Lewis at the front” 

(C1, day 11, 9am). On Day 11 the group received letters from home. This appeared to have a 

positive influence on the group and specifically on Lewis, “Spirits seem high. Lewis smiles to 

himself a lot.” (C1, day 11, 1pm). This positive feeling appeared to increase Lewis’s engagement 

as he appeared highly engaged that evening, “Lewis and Aaliyah volunteer answers. Lewis is 

more chatty than usual.” (C1, day 11, 5pm), “Lewis finds a role first; usually he sits around 

doing nothing.” (C1, day 11, 6pm). As noted in the extracts, these engaged behaviours were 

unusual for Lewis, further demonstrating the importance of the letter he received from home.  

End of the wilderness adventure. 

Lewis’s engagement continued on Day 12 when he appeared positive during the bike 

ride, “Lewis is awesome, he notices nice scenery and is smiley.” (C1, day 12, 11am), “Get on 

the bikes again and have a great ride. Lewis and Sofia do well.” (C1, day 12, 1pm). Lewis can 

be seen showing signs of enjoyment in the activities, consequently increasing his behavioural 

engagement. That evening Lewis was again observed to volunteer to wash up, a positive change 

in his behaviours compared to the first phase of the WA, “Annie Lewis Sofia volunteer to do 

dishes, Max helps too” (C1, day 12, 8pm). Lewis’s behaviour remained consistently engaged 

throughout Day 13, which was the final day of the bike ride. Although he was slow to help in 

tasks, “Lewis is still slow at finding jobs” (C1, day 13, 7am), he was observed to engage 

behaviourally by attempting to find a job. This contrasts with his behaviour earlier in the WA 

when this was not observed. In addition, he was notably displaying positive emotions, “Lewis 

is happy and smiling” (C1, day 13, 4pm), which again were not observed during the first part of 
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the WA. This therefore provides further support for accomplishment influencing his 

engagement. 

During the final days of the WA Lewis remained engaged, with some instances of deeper 

engagement. For example, he was observed for the first time to voluntarily take a position of 

leadership and organise the group as they packed away the camp, “Lewis delegates jobs to 

people – first time I have seen him like this.” (C1, day 14, 8am). He also appeared to enjoy the 

company of his peers, suggesting emotional engagement, “Aaliyah happy and chatty. Lewis 

chatting with the group too.” (C1, day 15, 3pm). The most noticeable change in Lewis’s 

behaviour was observed during breakfast on the final day when Lewis made himself the center 

of attention by attempting to complete a food challenge, “Lewis is very fun and playful, broke 

his Weet-bix record and ate 16 plus hot food.” (C1, day 16, 8am). He appeared happy on the 

final day, suggesting he was emotionally engaged in the WA, “All participants join in and have 

fun together – Lewis is super smiley.” (C1, day 16, 3pm). A smile on a person’s face represents 

enjoyment, but with Lewis, who wasn’t observed to smile until Day 11, this was a significant 

observation. 

Rishan’s experience. 

Rishan was a 13 year-old male who took part in the WA in Case 2. He appeared reluctant 

to engage in the WA, which was an environment far from his preferred comforts of his computer 

at home. He struggled with the physical challenges, but had a strong sense of determination and 

he was never heard to say that he wanted to give up. He struggled to engage at times in the WA, 

particularly during discussions where it appeared his shy nature held him back rather than his 

lack of cognitive engagement. It appeared to be a challenge for Rishan to be in such an intense 

environment with his peers, but he took on the challenge well and was able to form friendships 

in his cooking group. A summary of Rishan’s trajectory of engagement is illustrated in Figure 

13. 
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Figure 13. Rishan's engagement trajectory in the wilderness adventure. 

Beginning of the wilderness adventure. 

On the first day of the WA, the group arrived at base camp, built their campsite and went 

to a water hole to swim. The first observation of Rishan, taken while the group were at the water 

hole, suggested he preferred to be alone, “the participants who do not swim skim pebbles in 

water. Nikau is quiet, walked off alone. Rishan walk alone too.” (C2, day 1, 4pm). The negative 

effect of his apparent preference for isolation began to surface later in the evening when Rishan 

was observed to choose to be alone rather than spend time getting to know the group, “Rishan 

not in circle – he is in the tent” (C2, day 1, 7pm), “Rishan asks to go to bed early – he was sat 

alone while everyone was getting food.” (C2, day 1, 8pm). This did not appear to affect his 

engagement as he was involved in the evening discussion when the group was developing their 

goal, “Neeva leads action steps. Rishan very quietly says one – Facilitator Mark picks it up and 

all agree.” (C2, day 1, 8pm). As can be seen from the extract, Rishan was shy when speaking 

in the group but he did appear to cognitively engage by contributing to the discussion. The 

following day Rishan showed an interest in the activity of bike riding as he chose to ride his 
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bike around the campsite during a period of free time, “Rishan rides bike. Rest of the boys play 

cards outside.” (C2, day 2, 5pm). This behaviour also demonstrates his isolation from the group 

as he rides alone rather than spending time with the rest of the group. Earlier in the day the group 

were split into cooking groups, made up of three participants. Rishan appeared to feel more 

comfortable in a smaller group, and chose to spend time with this smaller group in the evening 

as opposed to isolate himself as he had the previous night, “Rishan spends free time with Aimee 

Neeva – his cooking group – nice to see him bonding with the participants” (C2, day 2, 7pm). 

This suggests Rishan was engaging in the WA as he began to form a connection with 

participants. His connection was encouraged by the group being split into smaller groups for 

cooking, thus being influenced by teamwork. 

The third day was the first day of physical challenge as it consisted of the training tramp. 

Rishan struggled the most in the group during this challenge, “Rishan and Neeva chat a lot, 

both slow at the back. Rishan near the back wants to stop – I hear him say this - but does not 

tell leader” (C2, day 2, 11am). As can be seen in the extract Rishan did not feel confident enough 

to ask the leader for a break. Later in the afternoon Rishan was brought to the front along with 

Aimee and Neeva who were also struggling, “Rishan is back at the back with Neeva [and] 

Aimee – they struggle together. They are brought to the front by the facilitators to set a pace“ 

(C2, day 3, 2pm). Unfortunately, their joint struggle appeared to isolate them from the group as 

they began to separate themselves, “Aimee, Neeva, Rishan stand separate from the group when 

we stop” (C2, day 3, 3pm). This isolation continued into the evening during cooking, “While 

cooking Rishan, Neeva, Aimee just talk to each other – other groups mix.” (C2, day 3, 5pm). In 

addition, the three participants showed a lack of effort and attention to the task,”Rishan, Neeva 

and Aimee slow and unorganised – they were not listening when Facilitator Sophie went through 

[how to cook the] meals“ (C2, day 3, 5pm). The friendship between Aimee and Neeva initially 

appeared to be positive to Rishan’s engagement as he began to socialise and engage in tasks. 

However, during Day 3, Rishan, Neeva and Aimee began to isolate themselves from the group. 



 

199 

 

This did not necessarily demonstrate disengagement, but it did create a barrier between them 

and the group which was likely to influence the provision of peer support, which was noted as 

a key factor facilitating engagement.  

The following day Rishan faced another struggle with a physical challenge in the long 

tramp, “Rishan struggles but gets on with it” (C2, day 4, 9am). As can be seen in the extract, 

although Rishan was struggling he continued and walked to the top of the mountain range. Once 

at the top of the mountain range, Rishan was forced to face his fear of heights, “Rishan keeps 

saying he is scared of heights… Participants ignore him and he opens his eyes and say it’s not 

that bad.” (C2, day 4, 11am). As the group descended back through the mountain range Rishan 

once again showed signs of struggle, “Rishan finds it very hard – complains a lot but gets on 

with it. He is wearing thermals and a fleece – too hot” (C2, day 4, 2pm). Of interest to note is 

that towards the end of the tramp there was a river which could be crossed in two ways. The 

first was an easy bridge, and the second was a difficult jump over rocks and through trees. Rishan 

was aware both routes existed, and even saw some participants take the easy route. Nevertheless 

he chose to go the hard route, showing that he had a desire to challenge himself, “Rishan chose 

the harder river crossing over the bridge – Facilitator Mark reminds him of this to encourage 

him.” (C2, day 4, 4pm). Later that evening during an informal conversation with the researcher, 

Rishan acknowledged that he felt detached from the group, “I chat with Rishan – he says he is 

feeling different to everyone else.” (C2, day 4, 5pm). This provides support for the observation 

that Rishan was struggling to feel connected to the group. Furthermore, Rishan kept bringing 

the topic of conversation to home, “I have a nice chat with Rishan – he keeps mentioning home” 

(C2, day 4, 6pm). This suggests Rishan was disengaged as he was psychologically withdrawn 

from the WA. That evening Rishan continued to isolate himself from the group, “Rishan in the 

tent with the facilitators while the participants all outside bonding.” (C2, day 4, 7pm). During 

the evening meeting the participants voted Rishan to be camper of the day for his efforts on the 

tramp and for overcoming his fear of heights.  



 

200 

 

The support and encouragement from the group as they voted him camper of the day did 

not appear to influence Rishan’s engagement as he showed signs of disengagement the 

following morning, “Rishan very cold, sits alone and looks miserable.” (C2, day 5, 6am), 

“Rishan not here when they number off – Akram goes to look and can’t find him so we all look. 

He was by the stream alone.” (C2, day 5, 7am). As can be seen in the extracts, Rishan failed to 

attend the morning meeting on time, choosing to spend time alone by the stream. This was also 

breaking the rules of the WA as the participants were told that they needed to go to the stream 

in pairs. As Rishan was late for the meeting the facilitators asked him to apologise to the group 

and suggested he needed to make it up to the group by cooking or cleaning. This scolding 

appeared to positively influence his engagement as he was seen to be helpful to the group 

throughout the day. He helped unload the kayaks, “Rishan got stuck in helping too.” (C2, day 

5, 12pm), and he helped plan the next day’s schedule with the group, “Rishan gives input for 

times with tents.” (C2, day 5, 7pm). In this instance, it appeared that the facilitator’s skills 

regarding delivering strict rules and encouraging Rishan to help with group tasks increased his 

engagement at a behavioural and cognitive level.  

Middle of the wilderness adventure. 

The expedition began on Day 6 with a three-day kayak. Rishan was in a pair with Hemi 

for kayaking as the participants used double kayaks. Hemi was one of the most physically able 

boys in the group, which may have helped to increase Rishan’s confidence in this activity. 

Rishan was observed to engage during kayaking, more so than he had so far in the WA. Rishan’s 

engagement could be seen while on the water, “Hemi [and] Rishan lead – really good pace.” 

(C2, day 7, 9am), when the task was over and the group needed to store the kayaks out of the 

water, “Madison, Talia, Hemi, Rishan all do really well and move boats even when the 

facilitators leave” (C2, day 7, 2pm), and his engagement also continued into the evening when 

Rishan volunteered answers during the group discussion, “[the participants] discuss what to eat 

each evening. Oliver, Lauren, Talia first. Rishan next.” (C2, day 7, 7pm). It appeared Rishan’s 
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confidence in kayaking had positively influenced his engagement. During the kayak the 

following day, Rishan became unwell. This is illustrated in the ‘necessity’ section in Chapter 

Five. Throughout this incident Rishan appeared determined to complete the activity, as 

illustrated when he was given the choice to walk or kayak to the campsite, “Rishan says he can 

kayak so they all kayak – he is still very tired” (C2, day 8, 2pm). The group showed their support 

to Rishan by saying that as they are all one team they will therefore do the activity that Rishan 

choses. Despite Rishan’s reaction to kayaking he got back in the kayak and successfully finished 

the activity.  

Rishan was selected by the facilitators to be the leader of the day on Day 9, which was 

the first day of the two-day bike ride. Initially Rishan appeared shy with this role, and required 

encouragement from Facilitator Daniel to give orders to the participants, “Still clothes on the 

line – Facilitator Daniel tell Rishan that the group need to get this off – Rishan quietly tells a 

few people around him. Facilitator Daniel says ‘guys your leader is talking’ to get them to listen. 

Nikau, Tane throw ball around – Facilitator Daniel say to Rishan ‘look who is not helping’ – 

Rishan tells them to stop playing and help – they do this.” (C2, day 9, 8am). After receiving 

encouragement and guidance from Facilitator Daniel, Rishan’s confidence and ability as a leader 

appeared to grow. He was firm in his decision-making and was not scared to change the 

schedule, “Rishan says we don’t need to stop at 12 for lunch but stop when we are hungry – 

taking leader role seriously.” (C2, day 9, 9am). On previous days the group had stopped at 

12pm for lunch each day, but Rishan decided that this should change to be flexible with the 

needs of the group. This demonstrates a high level of cognitive engagement. Rishan had 

previously spoken of his excitement for the bike ride section of the WA, and he did indeed 

appear to enjoy and be confident in this activity, “Boys go off road and ride on bumps in grass. 

Rishan does this too later on alone – feels confident on a bike.” (C2, day 9, 11am). During this 

activity he supported Neeva, who was also the leader of the day, during the evening meeting 

when the participants were struggling to engage as a group, “Neeva tried to round participants 
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for hot chocolate meeting at 7:30 as planned. Rishan helps” (C2, day 9, 8pm). The extracts 

recorded from this day illustrate how Rishan was able to engage in his role as a leader. This was, 

however, only after he received encouragement and support from the facilitator, demonstrating 

the importance of the facilitator’s attunement to the participants’ needs. Rishan also enjoyed this 

activity and was physically able to complete it, which may have increased his positive emotions 

and therefore encouraged engagement at an emotional level.  

End of the wilderness adventure. 

The final challenge was a four-day tramp and was the activity during which Rishan 

struggled the most, but also engaged the most. Rishan appeared to struggle a lot during the first 

two days of the tramp, “Rishan keeps saying he is very tired… Lauren asks how he is.” (C2, 

day 12, 1pm), “Rishan continues to stop every few meters” (C2, day 13, 3pm), and received 

support from his peers throughout this struggle. This support was both emotional support, 

“Madison, Hemi, Tane also shout encouragement for Rishan” (C2, day 12, 3pm), “Madison, 

Aimee, Lauren shout positive encouragement to [the] group as Rishan struggles” (C2, day 13, 

12pm), and instrumental support, “Lauren swaps bags with Rishan because he is complaining 

his bag is heavy – hers was lighter when we weighed them.” (C2, day 12, 2pm), “Lauren and 

Nikau go ahead – come back and get Rishan and Talia’s bags.” (C2, day 13, 4pm). Following 

this period of struggle and support, Rishan’s engagement increased considerably. He was 

observed to be in a happy and cheerful mood, and was included in the group’s socialising, 

“Rishan really chatty with the participants tonight, he is very included.” (C2, day 13, 6pm). 

This is a vast contrast to his previous behaviours where he would purposefully isolate himself 

from the group and appear low in mood. In addition, Rishan cooked for his group, “Rishan 

cooks his groups food and makes jokes” (C2, day 13, 7pm). This was a task he had not previously 

been observed to do in the WA. Rishan’s engagement can be further evidenced as he verbalised 

his desire to be the leader for the last day of the WA. This desire not only suggests Rishan’s 

deep engagement in the WA, but it also illustrates how Rishan had grown in confidence 
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throughout the WA as he stood up against Akram to fight for his preference. This may have 

been due to feelings of accomplishment after completing a challenge he found especially 

difficult.  

Akram won the game that determined who would be leader on the last day (as illustrated 

in Akram’s experience), resulting in Rishan being the leader on Day 14, which he had mentioned 

having an aversion to. It is likely this aversion contributed to his disengagement in his leadership 

role. This can be seen during the morning when Rishan appeared to put very little effort into 

packing the boys’ tent away, “boys slow and faff. Rishan sat in the tent with Akram.” (C2, day 

14, 7am), “I hear Nikau tell Rishan 3 times to get out of the tent and he doesn’t” (C2, day 14, 

8am). This resulted in Rishan being blamed for the group leaving late to begin the tramp, “He 

[Akram] blames Rishan for [the] boys being late.” (C2, day 14, 8am). However, once Rishan 

had begun the tramp his engagement appeared to increase. Rishan showed such a strong focus 

on the tramp that he would often make mistakes, “Rishan keeps going the wrong way hiking – 

focused on following track with head down rather than looking for signs” (C2, day 14, 2pm). 

Rishan’s engagement was also captured later that evening as he helped focus the group during 

the evening discussion, “Rishan helps lead meeting too – gets the group focused and keeps 

asking what the group goal should be” (C2, day 14, 7pm). In addition, Rishan specifically asked 

the researcher for help with his goal, “Rishan asks for my help with his goal” (C2, day 14, 8pm). 

This suggests he had an interest in setting an achievable and relevant goal, something a 

participant would not care about unless they were engaged. At the end of the meeting Rishan 

received a lot of positive feedback, support and encouragement from the group, with the only 

criticism being that he needed to work on being more positive about himself. 

Rishan appeared to be in a positive mood the following day. He was confident during 

the tramp, “Rishan at the front the whole time keeping a good pace – no stops for breath.” (C2, 

day 15, 11am) and sociable with members of the group he had not spent much time with 
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previously, “Rishan [and] Akram [are] at the front – they chat the whole way” (C2, day 15, 

11am). In the afternoon, the participants arrived at a log cabin where they would be staying for 

the final two nights of the WA. During this time Rishan was the most helpful he had been in the 

WA, offering to do any job available and giving up his shower until the next day in order to 

finish all the tasks, “Rishan getting really involved – keeps asking Facilitator Sophie what jobs 

need doing.” (C2, day 15, 2pm), “Rishan says he is happy to have a shower last/tomorrow – 

tries to start meal prep” (C2, day 15, 5pm). This increase in engagement was associated with a 

mixture of his successful leadership acknowledged in the previous evening, and the feelings of 

accomplishment upon completing the last day of physical challenge. His engagement may also 

be influenced by the novel setting of the log cabin, in which Rishan showed enthusiasm, 

“Akram, Rishan talk about how much they miss carpet.” (C2, day 15, 6pm). 

On the final day Rishan’s cognitive and emotional engagement in the WA became 

evident. The participants were given the task to write a speech which they would read out to 

their families the following day. In his speech, Rishan spoke about how he had learned to 

challenge his negative thoughts and that his highlight of the WA was the positive encouragement 

given by the group and facilitators, “Rishan is very honest – challenge negative thoughts and 

highlight was positive encouragement” (C2, day 16, 11am). This extract illustrates how the 

physical aspect of the WA had shown Rishan that he could complete physical challenges, and 

that a large factor in his experience was the support from the group and the facilitators. Later in 

the evening Rishan publicly thanked the group for their part in his experience, “Oliver [and] 

Akram thank the participants for support. Nikau, Rishan [do the] same.” (C2, day 16, 7pm). 

The extracts from this final day illustrate that Rishan was indeed able to engage at an emotional 

level, and that for him, the support of the participants and the facilitators was incredibly 

influential.  
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Summary of increased engagement. 

Lewis’s engagement appeared in the first instance to relate to the social context and to 

feelings of being included in the group. This was in contrast to Rishan, who appeared to actively 

seek opportunities to spend time alone. The two participants did, however, have similarities 

regarding the importance of accomplishment in physical challenge for increasing engagement. 

They both appeared to engage following the completion of physical challenges that they 

struggled with. Rishan’s own personal determination to complete the physical challenges fuelled 

his behavioural engagement, whereas Lewis appeared to behaviourally engage in physical 

challenges out of necessity. This sense of accomplishment was especially interesting in the case 

of Lewis, as he would appear to disengage and want to give up during the challenges. This 

illustrates the importance of pushing the participants to complete challenges despite their 

personal struggle and signs of disengagement. Another contrast between the two participants is 

the importance of different types of activities to encourage engagement. Rishan appeared to 

engage in reflective tasks and cognitive group tasks, whereas these did not appear to influence 

Lewis’s engagement.  

 

Chapter Summary 

The chapter has captured individual experiences through identifying the trajectories of 

engagement in the WA. Furthermore, the factors that influenced the various trajectories of 

engagement have been demonstrated. Three trajectories of engagement were found, of which 

generally high engagement was the dominant group, containing over half of the participants. 

The variable trajectory group illustrates the vulnerability of engagement in a number of 

participants, and the increased engagement trajectory group provides support that participants 

do not need to be engaged from the start of the WA to later engage and experience the benefits 

of it. Together, the chapter illustrates the concept of human plasticity and the importance of 
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person-environment interactions. As each participant had a unique set of strengths and 

challenges, matching the environment and the support of others appeared highly influential in 

the extent to which they experienced engagement and personal growth across the participants. 

This, among other insights drawn from the findings in the current chapter and those identified 

in Chapter Five are discussed in detail in Chapter Eight. Prior to this discussion, it is important 

that the reader understands the experience the researcher had in the WA. By understanding the 

experience of the researcher, the reader is in a stronger position to recognise how the insights in 

Chapter Eight were derived. Therefore Chapter Seven provides an evaluation of the 

methodology used in the research. 
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Chapter Seven: Evaluation of Immersive Participant 

Observation 

 

One common criticism of qualitative research is the lack of transparency with regards to 

the observations, findings and conclusions made (Altheide & Johnson, 2011; Denzin & Lincoln, 

2011). Including the author’s perspectives in the fieldwork is one method to demystify 

qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Indeed, Davies (2008) notes that a story is 

incomplete if the data does not acknowledge the researcher’s input. Researchers often encounter 

challenges while in the field and it is important to share these challenges and how they have 

been addressed to support future researchers (Altheide & Johnson, 2011). Challenges can 

influence the data collection or analysis; therefore, it is important to share these with the reader 

to increase trustworthiness. This is especially important when using a methodology rarely used 

in a setting.  

The literature reviews in Chapters Two and Three highlight the need for more rigorous 

methods to capture processes such as engagement in youth programming research, and the 

review of the methods used in the PYD field to capture engagement in Chapter Four identified 

several limitations. Limitations include vulnerability to response bias, using retrospective 

accounts, missing key events, and the challenge participants have in accurately recollecting the 

nuances of their own experiences. Together, these limit the extent to which a researcher can 

capture a detailed view of a PYD programme. IPO was selected as the methodology for this 

research with careful consideration of the most appropriate methods to explore engagement in 

an OA context when the aim was to bridge the gap in the literature created by the predominant 

use of self-report measures and intermittent observations in this setting. IPO was selected to 

allow a full and detailed picture of the WA component of Project K, providing a sound 



 

208 

 

methodology for detailing how environmental and individual factors work together across time 

(Griffith, 2016). As discussed in Chapter Four, IPO draws on principles of ethnography, 

includes the use of participant observation and it is conducted within a case study design. With 

the use of ethnographic principles in mind, Altheide and Johnson (2011) note that:  

The question for the critical reader of ethnography is to ask whether any of the basic 

issues of data collection and analysis were likely to have been relevant problems, were 

they explicitly treated as problematic by the researcher, and if so, how were they 

addressed, resolved, compromised, avoided and so forth. Because these dimensions of 

ethnographic research are so pervasive and important for obtaining truthful accounts, 

they should be implicitly or explicitly addressed in the report. (p. 591).  

Indeed, a number of expected benefits of using IPO occurred in reality, however there were also 

a number of unexpected challenges and limitations which were not foreseen. 

 

Chapter Overview 

The chapter aims to increase the transparency of the research by providing a detailed, 

self-reflective evaluation of the researchers’ experience using IPO in an OA youth programme 

setting. In order to answer the fifth research objective outlined in Chapter One, the chapter 

includes a discussion of the benefits experienced and a detailed account of the challenges faced 

by the researcher while using this methodology. The chapter concludes with a section dedicated 

to recommendations for future researchers to consider before using IPO. In some instances 

reflective notes taken in the field are included to authentically demonstrate the nature of data 

collection using IPO. Overall, the chapter offers caveats to ensure researchers using IPO in the 

future are well prepared to use this beneficial methodology in a way that will enhance the quality 

of the data while also encouraging appropriate self-care. 
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Benefits experienced using Immersive Participant Observation 

IPO has a great many benefits in terms of investigating complex processes in an OA 

youth programme. The field notes that were recorded were rich in descriptive detail and 

provided a thorough picture of the full WA from the beginning to the end. Participants’ 

experiences were captured at both the group and individual level, which led to an in-depth 

thematic analysis of the field notes across both cases, and the creation of individual narrative 

reports. The three most significant aspects of IPO permitted this detailed analysis: observing 

individual differences, collecting data from different sources and gaining insights into 

programme operations.  

Observing individual differences. 

The ethnographic approach was imperative to capturing the WA experience as a whole 

and to allow an understanding of the different ways the participants displayed engagement. Had 

observation been conducted intermittently, a detailed understanding of individual differences 

with regards to engagement would not have been obtained. The examples of Lewis from Case 

1 and Hemi from Case 2 as mentioned previously illustrates this. A smile from Lewis was rarely 

observed, thus suggesting when he did smile, he was emotionally engaged. Whereas Hemi 

smiled a lot of the time, so this behaviour was less significant and did not necessarily suggest 

emotional engagement. Such small, unique behaviour changes may not be acknowledged by 

researchers who are consistently entering and leaving the field, as their focus is likely to be 

narrower (due to their limited time collecting data) than a researcher who is collecting data for 

the full duration. In addition, the use of ethnographic participant observation also allows the 

researcher to understand which behaviours demonstrate a significant behaviour change for the 

participants (Bonner & Tolhurst, 2002). One important example that illustrates this point 

connects to Hana’s (a participant from Case 1) experience when she exhibited a vast but subtle 
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behaviour change. This occurred on Day 13 when Hana put all the participants’ clothes on at 

the same time, catching the whole group’s attention (this is illustrated in Hana’s experience in 

Chapter Six). This incident was important to demonstrate the benefits of IPO in a number of 

ways. First, the incredible change in Hana’s behaviour could be observed because on the first 

day during the induction she was so shy she would not reveal her name out loud to the whole 

group. Second, this observation was late in the evening during a period of free time. Had the 

researcher not been using ethnographic principles (i.e., being present for the full duration) it is 

likely they would have left the group before this incident as the day’s activities were over and 

the participants were going to bed shortly. Third, this was essentially not an important incident 

to any of the participants or indeed the facilitators in the WA, therefore it is unlikely that the 

participants or the facilitators would have reported it to a researcher in interviews, focus groups 

or questionnaires. However, because the researcher was present for the full duration, and had 

learned of Hana’s behaviour, the importance and relevance of this essentially trivial incident 

was recorded.  

As mentioned in Chapter Four, IPO differs from traditional ethnography as the 

researcher was informed by engagement theory and used a theory of change model to focus the 

research. This allowed a narrow lens of focus to explore a specific phenomenon, in this case 

engagement, while still permitting access to observe the trajectories of engagement including 

the individual participant-environment interactions. This detailed insight into individual 

experiences of engagement would not be achievable using intermittent observations, other 

qualitative approaches or with quantitative methods. Although quantitative methods are used to 

explore interaction effects, these methods require data to be aggregated, consequently losing the 

detail regarding the unique experiences of individuals. Prolonged immersion in the environment 

allows the researcher to observe interactions between the context and the individual and to 

acknowledge consistencies of these interactions. Capturing such consistencies would not be 

possible if the researcher was only present during certain periods of time and for certain 
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activities. If the researcher is unable to observe the consistency of interactions, interactions 

become vulnerable to appearing anecdotal or one-off occurrences, therefore losing their 

significance.  

Previous methods used to explore engagement appear to rely on standardised measures 

of engaged behaviours, assuming that all participants display engagement in the same way. 

Previous methods also use measures developed from different contexts and apply them to novel 

environments, thus ignoring the uniqueness of the settings and the behaviours of individuals that 

indicate engagement in different environments. For example, attending an out-of-school 

programme can be classed as behavioural engagement (e.g., Grossman et al., 2009), whereas in 

OA programmes, which are often residential, participants cannot leave once they begin, thus 

making this criteria invalid in an OA programme context. Moreover, the observation that 

individuals display engagement differently casts doubt on self-report measures of engagement 

because individuals may not necessarily be able to recognise the significance of their own 

behaviours, e.g., Lewis may not recognise that a smile is a significant emotion for him. Together, 

these points argue that self-report measures risk over-generalising engagement. 

Collecting data from different sources. 

Although IPO involves collecting data through observations alone (as suggested by the 

name of the methodology), the immersive nature of the observation permits data to be collected 

from different sources whilst observing in the field. As mentioned in Chapter Four, collecting 

data directly from participants through informal conversations is an important addition to 

observational research (Reeves et al., 2008). Indeed, through the use of IPO, information was 

collected from the participants themselves through informal conversations. Informal 

conversations would usually occur during periods of free time when the researcher would be 

writing notes. This in itself also highlights the benefits of using hand written field notes in IPO 

over alternative approaches. For example, if a digital recording device we used, the researcher 
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would have to distance themselves from the group when recording observations, thus preventing 

the participants from approaching the researcher and engaging in informal conversations. A 

great amount of detail was collected through these conversations by probing emerging ideas and 

questioning participants about any unusual occurrences. This allowed triangulation between the 

researcher’s observations by clarifying or rejecting any initial thoughts, therefore supporting the 

benefits previously acknowledged in relation to informal conversations detailed in Chapter Four 

by DeWalt and DeWalt (2002) and Reeves et al. (2008). An example of using informal 

conversations to triangulate the researcher’s initial thoughts is illustrated in Rishan’s experience 

in Chapter Six. In this incident the researcher felt Rishan was separating himself from the group, 

which was clarified by Rishan’s acknowledgment that he felt different from the rest of the 

participants. Informal conversations were possible due to the close relationship formed between 

the researcher and the participants which was permitted due to the role of participant observer. 

Indeed, as Bonner and Tolhurst (2002) acknowledge, being an insider in the group allows 

acceptance of the researcher as part of the group, consequently allowing rapport and trust to 

develop. As expected, this relationship enabled the researcher to learn about the participants, the 

culture, the way the programme operated and its influence on the participants, as acknowledged 

by Blommaert & Jie (2010). 

Another source of data that was obtainable through the inclusion of ethnographic 

principles in IPO was the ability to gain tacit knowledge of the WA experience. An example of 

this can be seen in the following extract, “All slept well in the same room – all fell asleep as 

soon as their heads hit the pillow. Really slow breakfast, not really sure why but there’s a slow 

and unmotivated atmosphere.” (C1, day 8, 7am). The slow, unmotivated atmosphere would not 

be experienced or acknowledged in any way other than through the ethnographic principles 

inherent to IPO. Although intermittent observers may recognise tacit knowledge to some degree, 

this degree is limited as the researcher does not experience the same emotions as the participant. 

On the other hand, researchers who have had the same experience as the participants will form 
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a better understanding of group emotions. Indeed, tacit knowledge is suggested to be a crucial 

benefit of observational research compared to other qualitative methods (Altheide & Johnson, 

2011). In addition to tacit knowledge, IPO also includes features of autoethnography as the 

researcher can use their own experiences to gather insights into the culture under observation 

(Goodall, 2000). In the experience of the researcher in the WA, the acknowledgment of personal 

emotions was important to gather insights into the participants’ experiences, especially 

regarding negative emotions (Lee-Treweek & Linkogle, 2000). An example of this can be seen 

in the reflective field notes captured during Case 1, when the researcher began to reflect on what 

factors may be influencing her own lack of motivation, “I feel a lack of motivation – feel 

hopeless when nothing is rewarded.” (C1, day 11, 10pm). As can be seen in the extract, the 

researcher acknowledged that she was getting no rewards for the hard work she was doing, and 

this was encouraging a feeling of hopelessness. The participants were rewarded with 

encouraging words from the facilitators or their peers, and the facilitators supported each other, 

but there was no one to support the researcher in this way. Through this reflection a strong 

understanding of the importance of encouragement and celebrating success in the WA was 

established. 

Insights into programme operations. 

Patton (2015) noted that his presence as a participant observer was essential to enable a 

full picture of the programme language, understand variants in participants’ experiences and to 

observe the importance of events within the context. Similarly, Futch Ehrlich (2016) 

acknowledges that through observational approaches, researchers can observe how processes 

are experienced by the participants. The researcher’s own experience using IPO in the WA 

included similar benefits as they were able to form a detailed understanding of the WA 

experience. The chapter has already touched upon the benefits of the insider’s view, but an 

outsider’s view was also permitted through using IPO. This outsider’s view permitted a distance 
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between the researcher and the ongoing emotional events, situations and from the running of the 

programme, thus allowing the experience to be viewed in a holistic way. Through this holistic 

view, observations were made noting the subtle differences in certain events, which is suggested 

to be an important benefit of having an outsider’s point of view (Bonner & Tolhurst, 2002). An 

example of this can be seen in a reflective field note recorded during Case 1 on Day 11 when 

the new facilitators were leading the evening meeting, “Facilitators do not check individual 

goals – Participants are not in their old routine.” (C1, day 11, 8pm). The extract illustrates a 

subtle difference in the way the meeting was run, but, due to the partially deductive nature of 

the data collection, the researcher was aware that structure is suggested to be an important factor 

in effective PYD programmes (see Chapter Two), thus allowing an acknowledgement of the 

incident and observations of any changes in the participants’ behaviours.  

As well as creating an understanding of the programme’s infrastructure and operations 

through conversations with the facilitators, details regarding the strategies used by the 

facilitators to encourage engagement in the WA were collected. Similarly, Bonner & Tolhurst 

(2002) found in their experience that the nurses entrusted the researcher with information 

because the researcher was accepted as an impartial observer and therefore was not seen as a 

threat to anyone. Another reflective field note recorded during Case 1 provides an example of 

the facilitators informing the researcher of the strategies they used to encourage engagement. 

This field note was recorded when the facilitators selected the first leaders of the day in a tactical 

manner, “They do this [select the leaders] because Aaliyah appears less involved in the 

programme and William looks to be a good leader – tactical.” (C1, day 1, 9pm). Not only did 

this support the researcher’s observation that Aaliyah was struggling to engage, but it also 

enabled an understanding of the tactics the facilitators used to promote engagement. This could 

then be included in the analysis. Indeed, this observation also provided support for the 

importance of the facilitators’ attunement to the participants’ needs. These small pieces of 

information were collected because the researcher was present for the duration of the 
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programme and therefore had the opportunity to build good relations with the programme staff. 

If a researcher was conducting intermittent observations, it is likely they would miss incidents 

such as this as this occurred late at night during a period of non-activity. In addition, the 

facilitators may not see this as important as it is part of their every day job, thus may not report 

it if probed at a later date. 

 

Challenges of using Immersive Participant Observation 

Although there were a number of unique benefits experienced through using IPO for this 

research, the researcher also faced a number of challenges throughout the process of data 

collection. Some of these were anticipated, however others were not. The challenges discussed 

below should be taken as caveats. They are cautions for future researchers contemplating using 

IPO to be mindful of before entering the field. Had the researcher been aware of these challenges 

before entering the field they would have gone about it in a different way, potentially increasing 

the researchers’ self-care and wellbeing while in the field. 

Social isolation. 

Throughout both cases the researcher constantly reflected on her relationship with the 

participants and the facilitators to ensure a positive relationship was maintained and the 

researcher was accepted in both groups. This is discussed by Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) 

who understand the difficulty of maintaining “the position of an acceptable marginal member 

in relation to several audiences” (p.68). The researcher felt her role was ambiguous, and found 

it to be an incredibly lonely space at times. Experiencing negative feelings in the research 

process is not well documented, as researchers can be reluctant to discuss emotions in fear it 

will affect how people judge the validity of the research (Kleinman & Copp, 1993). However, 

Lee-Treweek and Linkogle (2000) highlight the importance of acknowledging emotions in order 

to develop strategies to cope with these. Reporting emotions is also important in terms of 
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providing a complete story of data collection (Davies, 2008). Throughout data collection in the 

WA the researcher experienced the same discomforts and novel environment as the participants. 

However, unlike the participants, the researcher was not in a position where support was 

routinely provided. This is captured in the following observation taken towards the end of Case 

2, “I feel excited it is the end soon. I don’t believe I can do another Project K. I struggled a lot 

today – lonely, outside comfort zone the whole time, elements out of my control… I need to look 

out for my own well-being as well as being a good researcher. There have been a number of 

days and moments where I have resented taking notes – demotivates me for my research” (C2, 

day 13, 10pm). In the WA, the facilitator’s role is to support the participants, and the participants 

provide support to each other, but, due to the ambiguity of the researcher’s role in this context, 

the researcher had no direct support plan in place. As this approach to research with Project K 

was novel for all involved, the potential challenges arising from the absence of a support system 

were not anticipated by the researcher, her supervisors or the Project K partners prior to entering 

the field, therefore a support plan had not been devised. However, although the lack of support 

meant that the researcher struggled emotionally, the researcher practiced reflexivity to limit the 

affect this had on her observations. Reflexivity is the process of “continual internal dialogue and 

critical self-evaluation of researcher’s positionality as well as active acknowledgement and 

explicit recognition that this position may affect the research process and outcome” (Berger, 

2015, p. 220). In the current research, the researcher found that reflexivity encouraged any 

negative feelings to be recognised, consequently providing an awareness of any potential 

influence this would have on the observations and interpretations of the participants’ behaviours. 

The physical challenge. 

One of the disadvantages of using ethnographic methods such as those utilised in IPO is 

that these methods are time consuming and energy-intensive (Nurani, 2008). This is especially 

relevant in an OA programme context, as physical challenge is one of the key components 
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(Zygmont & Naidoo, 2017). Although the researcher was an active person, the extent of the 

physical and mental challenge was unexpected, and the researcher was not prepared for the 

emotional strain that developed due to such challenges. The exhaustion felt by the researcher is 

illustrated in the field notes provided in Chapters Five and Six. The field notes provided in these 

chapters are the original field notes taken by the researcher. There are grammatical errors 

throughout the field notes, which captures the essence of field note taking and that it was a 

chaotic and messy process. The tramp was the hardest part of the WA, especially during Case 1 

where the group walked double the distance than the group walked in Case 2. The following 

observation taken after the first day of the tramp in Case 1 illustrates this challenge, “I had to 

take these notes on the morning of 5/07/2015 because I was feeling so low. I wanted to stop” 

(C1, day 7, 10pm). As can be seen in the extract, the researcher was struggling to continue to 

take field notes due to feeling so low. This continued throughout the tramp, and can be illustrated 

in the following field note taken on the final day of the tramp, “I am in lots of pain from my 

toes, I have to concentrate on observing when it’s a mission even to put one foot in front of the 

other” (C1, day 9, 5pm). Experiences such as these cannot be excluded when using IPO in an 

OA setting as the researcher may miss key occurrences. Instead, the experiences of the 

researcher in this instance demonstrate how important it is to understand the challenges that 

potentially await researchers when in the field, and to develop strategies that may help to 

overcome such challenges. 

Overwhelming observations. 

When preparing to enter the field the researcher read many textbooks and journal articles 

of scholars who had used ethnographic participant observation in their research. A common 

practice by the ethnographers would be to start by observing everything, and as the time passed 

to gradually focus on specific targets or behaviours (e.g., Blommaert, 2006). This initially 

brought feelings of comfort to the researcher because the thought of observing everything in the 
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WA for three weeks created feelings of anxiety in terms of mental exhaustion, missing key 

events and, overall, failing in the role of researcher. However, when in the field, there did not 

appear to be a transfer into the ‘focusing phase’. The researcher found that she was worried 

about missing importance incidents, and therefore continued to write down as much as possible 

throughout the whole WA. This caused an intense feeling of exhaustion, which did not properly 

surface until returning home after the WA. The researcher’s exhaustion was exacerbated through 

the lack of breaks during data collection. Before beginning the WA, the researcher assumed 

breaks could be taken during meal times or periods of free time for the participants. However, 

it quickly became clear that observing the participants during free time was just as important as 

observing them in the activities. During an activity the focus is centred on the activity with little 

room for the participants to have choice. In contrast, during free time the participants are given 

choice, which allowed observations of friendships, conflict, and the energy levels of the group 

to be collected. In addition, this time provided the researcher with the best opportunity for 

informal conversations with the participants (the benefits of which have been discussed 

previously). Similar experiences are acknowledged by Baldwin, Stromwall and Wilder (2015) 

who note meal times are the most social time in after-school youth programmes, thus providing 

a different aspect of programme experience.  

The importance of the facilitators. 

When comparing the experiences of the researcher in both cases, there is a striking 

contrast in the degree to which the researcher integrated into the groups. This integration 

appeared to be heavily influenced by the facilitators’ actions, which provides a strong argument 

for the importance of the facilitators in determining the role of the researcher in the field. The 

first case was delivered in a way that included the facilitators in the experience as much as the 

participants. This meant that the facilitators would eat, spend free time and encourage personal 

conversations with the participants. This can be seen in the following extract taken during 
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breakfast on Day 2 of Case 1, “Facilitator Luke chats to everyone and we discuss together if we 

sit around a table at home to eat meals – comfortable easy topic to talk about and involves 

everyone. Me and Facilitator Chloe share our opinions too.” (C1, day 2, 8am). This benefitted 

the researcher’s role as it encouraged connections to be formed with the participants. By 

involving the researcher in group discussions, the facilitators were demonstrating to the 

participants that the researcher was also part of the group, thus encouraging a relationship 

between the researcher and the group. 

Case 2 was delivered differently, with the facilitators remaining quite separate to the 

participants. This can be seen in the following extract from Case 2, which is taken from the 

corresponding period of time as the previous extract, “Breakfast is good – all eat separately.” 

(C2, day 2, 7am). The separation between the facilitators and the group made it challenging for 

the researcher to build social connections with the participants, and the researcher was initially 

vulnerable to being seen as an outsider. Being viewed as an outsider would potentially have 

prevented the group trusting the researcher, which could then have had a knock-on effect as 

many of the benefits previously discussed (e.g., informal conversations), are less likely to have 

been experienced. However, in this instance the researcher became accepted into the group in 

Case 2 through assisting with tasks such as cooking, “Lauren, Madison, Talia and Huia [do 

the] dinner preparation. I join in and the girls ask me about where I am from – I need to make 

more effort to bond with the group” (C2, day 2, 5pm), and joining in with the participants’ games 

during physical activities, “Nikau and Tane count steps – so do I – we bond.” (C2, day 4, 11am). 

Consequently, the researcher appeared as part of the group, allowing the same depth of data to 

be collected in Case 2 as collected in Case 1. Although the researcher had different experiences 

in each case, the different roles the facilitators had in the cases did not appear to affect the overall 

engagement of the participants. Rather, it appeared to influence the ways in which the group 

engaged. In Case 1 the facilitator skills had a greater impact on engagement than in Case 2, and 
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in Case 2 the group dynamics were more influential to engagement than in Case 1. A thorough 

illustration of this difference is provided in Chapter Five. 

 

Returning Home from the Field. 

As illustrated throughout the previous section, there were a number of unanticipated 

challenges the researcher faced while collecting data in the WA. These challenges were not 

anticipated because IPO was a new methodology to the researcher and those involved with 

planning the research. As the challenges were not expected, effective preparations were unable 

to take place to address such challenges. However, upon returning from the field and openly 

discussing the experience in detail, the researcher received a great deal of support from her 

university supervisors, the Graeme Dingle Foundation and the Community Partner involved 

with Project K. Indeed, the Community Partner, with the support of the Graeme Dingle 

Foundation, arranged a debrief with the researcher. This was designed to allow all parties that 

were involved with Project K and the research to have the opportunity to learn about the 

experience of the researcher in the WA, and to recognise ways in which this experience could 

be improved if similar research were to be conducted on Project K. In addition, the researcher’s 

supervisors guided the researcher to personal support provided by the university. 

It is important to acknowledge that the oversight of producing a support plan prior to 

entering the field was not the responsibility of one person alone, rather it was a result of using a 

novel methodology, which, for those involved in the research, was the first time it had been 

used. The support from the researcher’s supervisors, the Graeme Dingle Foundation and the 

Community Partner was imperative to help the researcher overcome any feelings of anxiety 

developed while in the field. A self-care plan was put in place with the guidance of the 

researcher’s supervisors. This included attending counselling and having a short break from the 
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demands of university. After a couple of weeks of following the self-care plan the researcher 

had fully recuperated from the experience. 

At this point it is also important to remind the reader of the researcher’s personal 

positioning as this is likely to have impacted her experience in the WA and her return home 

from the field. The researcher was a white female international student from the United 

Kingdom who moved to New Zealand to complete her PhD. As New Zealand was not her home, 

it is likely that the feelings of isolation felt during data collection in the WA were exacerbated. 

Furthermore, when returning from the field she did not have her family to support her. This lack 

of an important source of support is likely to have further enhanced and prolonged the negative 

feelings that developed during the WA. The researcher’s lack of familiarity with the New 

Zealand context and the strong emphasis on adventure and the outdoors that is part of the New 

Zealand culture (Deane, 2012) are likely to have resulted in a different experience for the current 

researcher compared to a researcher who grew up in New Zealand. A researcher who grew up 

in New Zealand may have been mentally prepared for the activities, whereas the current 

researcher did not have clear expectancies of OA programming in New Zealand. 

 

Recommendations for Researchers using Immersive Participant 

Observation 

Physical exhaustion in an OA based programme is expected, however there are ways to 

ensure the experience is less demanding for the researcher. One way to achieve this is by 

acknowledging personal capabilities. As a researcher using IPO there is a high likelihood that 

some instances will be missed, especially when observing a large group, and it is important to 

understand this prior to entering the field. It is also important to not be too harsh on yourself as 

a researcher, and to not allow guilt to develop if feelings of exhaustion begin to surface. While 
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collecting data for the current research, the researcher recognised that she did not allow herself 

to have a break. This is likely to be one of the key reasons behind the exhaustion felt during and 

after the WA. At this point, a solution to this issue may appear to be taking a break half way 

through the programme. However, this is not recommended for exploratory research such as 

that undertaken with the current study, as the same in-depth understanding would not have been 

permitted had the researcher taken a day off. Furthermore, the formation of such positive 

relationships with the participants would have been affected by this absence, as the researcher 

may be seen as an outsider rather than as an individual who is experiencing the same challenge 

as the participants. Rather than having a day off from observing, it is important that researchers 

take a great deal of rest before entering the field, and allow time for a complete break after data 

collection.  

One effective method used by the researcher in the WA was to dedicate time before 

going to sleep to re-read the day’s field notes and to record any reflection notes from the day. 

Although this was incredibly tough to stick to, it was very effective as it provided time for 

reflection regarding what had been observed, and encouraged links between behaviours and 

events to be formed. Furthermore, often during this exercise incidents or observations that had 

not been written down earlier in the day were recalled and recorded. As Blommaert (2006) notes:  

This can be tough: after a very long day in which all went wrong, a bottle of beer and 

your bed may have a far stronger appeal than an additional hour behind your desk 

penning down your day’s notes. But you have to do it, the reward for such hardship will 

come later, when you have forgotten events and details and when your notes remind you 

of important things you were about to overlook. (p.35).  

Although in the context of an OA programme, a bottle of beer, or even a proper bed, is not an 

option, the idea of resting and taking a break from constant writing is likely to be incredibly 

alluring. On reflection, the researcher is incredibly grateful she did not give into her desires for 
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comfort, and instead completed refection notes each evening. These notes provided a great deal 

of insight, insights that had been forgotten once out of the WA. Moreover, these notes 

encouraged and enabled the creation of this important self-reflective evaluation chapter. 

Sharing the same understanding as Lee-Treweek and Linkogle (2000), the researcher 

believes that emotional danger needs to be acknowledged in qualitative research, and that 

experiencing negative emotions during the research process can have serious consequences. In 

addition, Lee-Treweek and Linkogle also recognise the importance of dealing with emotional 

difficulties, suggesting that when a researcher ignores or represses their feelings, they are more 

likely to distort the data rather than add clarity. Therefore, it is important that researchers using 

IPO make clear from the outset any strategies the programme staff can use to support the 

research and the researchers’ personal experiences. Researchers should meet with the facilitators 

prior to entering a programme and make clear the role they want to have within the group. The 

researcher and the facilitators can then discuss ways to help integrate the researcher into their 

role in the group. It is also important that the researcher expresses the need for support in the 

programme. Conducting research using IPO in a remote wilderness setting was a lonely and 

emotion-provoking experience for the researcher. Therefore, for any researchers using this 

method in any number of contexts, having an individual who can provide support will be 

important. As this was the first time the organisation had involved a researcher as a participant 

observer, many challenges were unforeseen. This was from the researcher’s side also. However, 

lessons have been learnt from this experience that will allow other researchers to be better 

supported in the future. For instance, the facilitators offering small acts of kindness such as 

cooking meals for the researcher alongside their own were incredibly important for the 

researcher’s wellbeing. Furthermore, a supportive adult could be assigned the role of ensuring 

the researcher is having a positive experience, or the researcher’s colleagues could provide a 

number of check-in’s throughout the experience. These strategies would allow the researcher to 

have debriefs during the experience as well as having avenues for advice if there are any 
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emerging challenges. This advice supports that of Lee-Treweek and Linkogle (2000), who 

understand researchers using qualitative methods for data collection needs to think deeply about 

how they can be supported in the field. 

 

Concluding Thoughts 

In essence, the chapter has supported Lee-Treweek and Linkogle’s (2000) call for a new 

stance to be taken in qualitative research which takes into account the way qualitative inquiry 

impacts the researcher. Overall, the use of IPO in this research was incredibly positive. Despite 

any negative emotions felt throughout the researchers’ experience, IPO is highly recommend 

for use in future youth programming research. The immersive experience in the WA allowed an 

understanding of all of the participants’ experiences in the WA first-hand. The researcher 

believes it would not be possible to capture or understand the mental and physical emotions felt 

in a programme such as this through any other method. The depth of data collection enabled the 

researcher to create narrative reports of each participants’ observed experience in the WA. 

Traditional ethnography aside, no other method of data collection would permit such detailed 

reports. A key difference between IPO and traditional ethnography lies within the theory-driven 

nature of IPO, which allows IPO to offer a method of honing in on a specific phenomenon to 

explore the ways in which it can develop, be maintained and become lost. The narrative reports 

were crucial for understanding the uniqueness of engagement and the different ways participants 

experience the various influencing factors. This therefore provides a great benefit to the field in 

terms of understanding the process behind a complex phenomenon such as engagement. There 

were a number of negative consequences experienced by the researcher as a direct result of using 

IPO, however with greater forethought and preparation researchers can benefit substantially by 

using IPO without experiencing negative consequences.  
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Chapter Eight: Discussion 

 

The research was designed as an innovative exploration of engagement using a novel 

methodology rarely used in the PYD field. The research was centred on the WA, which is an 

OA component of the PYD programme Project K. The research was designed to address five 

key research objectives. First, the researcher sought to identify the factors that influence 

engagement at a group and individual level in an OA component of a multi-component PYD 

programme. Second, the researcher set out to identify the factors that influence disengagement 

at a group and individual level in this context. Third, the research was designed to provide an 

in-depth look at the unique experiences of the participants’ engagement and disengagement in 

this context. Fourth, the research was designed to identify the ways in which the different 

dimensions of engagement and disengagement develop and interact with each other. Finally, the 

fifth objective was centred on the innovative methodology used in the current research as the 

researcher aimed to explore the strengths and challenges of using Immersive Participant 

Observation (IPO) this context. By addressing theoretical and methodological gaps in the PYD 

literature, this thesis has produced a number of interesting findings that can be used to advance 

the PYD and the OA programming field.  

 

Chapter Overview 

The chapter begins with a discussion of the contributions that the findings of the current 

research have made for Project K. Following this, a thorough discussion of the insights the 

research has made regarding engagement and disengagement is provided. This includes 

advances made due to understanding the process of disengagement, the hierarchy of engagement 

and the trajectories of engagement. After discussing the insights made in terms of engagement 
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and disengagement, the advances the research has made to the PYD programming field are 

outlined. Following this is a discussion of the methodological advances made using IPO. Finally, 

the limitations of the research and the opportunities for future researchers are presented. The 

chapter ends with a section dedicated to the researcher’s concluding thoughts in which the 

implications for practice highlighted throughout the discussion are summarised. 

 

Contributions of the research for Project K 

A number of factors have been identified in this research to be important influences on 

engagement. These identified factors have a vast number of similarities to the factors that are 

related to effective PYD programmes as outlined in previous literature (see Chapter Two). The 

current research therefore supports the notion that engagement is important to the effectiveness 

of Project K, which is identified in the Theory of Change model (TOC; Deane & Harré, 2014b). 

The TOC model situates engagement at the centre of the model and proposes engagement to be 

essential to maintain the process of change, thus leading to increased outcomes. In addition, the 

individual themes found to influence engagement in the current research also provide support 

for the TOC model as the themes of novelty, accomplishment and reflection are all included in 

the TOC model as key programme processes that lead to positive outcomes. Furthermore, the 

programme environment (identified as intense, safe and supportive) and interpersonal dynamics 

(the group dynamics and the relationship between the group and the facilitators) are highlighted 

as factors that influence engagement in the TOC model, and they have also been found to be 

influential to engagement in the current research. The current research expands on the TOC 

model by providing an understanding of the contexts and situations in which these factors are 

most effective to increase engagement, and when they can have a negative affect and lead to 

disengagement. It is important to note that the TOC model was developed from all three 

components of Project K (i.e., the WA, the Community Challenge and Mentoring Scheme), thus 
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the current research provides support for the TOC model in the WA but cannot provide support 

for the other components.  

 

Insights into the Concept of Engagement 

The current research has made three main contributions to the existing engagement 

literature. First, it is one of the few pieces of research that views disengagement as a separate 

construct to engagement, thus allowing a deeper understanding of the holistic process 

underlying engagement. Second, the findings have begun to reveal a hierarchy of the three 

components of engagement (behavioural, cognitive and emotional). Identifying the hierarchy of 

engagement provides an understanding of how a deep level of engagement at all three levels can 

be reached. Third, the trajectories of engagement for the participants have been identified, 

providing a further understanding of the patterns of engagement and disengagement, as well as 

illustrating the importance of understanding the uniqueness of participant experience. Each of 

these unique contributions are discussed in detail. 

The process of disengagement. 

A key contribution of the current research is the rich understanding of disengagement 

generated through the findings. While there is a wealth of research regarding engagement in the 

current literature, much of this does not include disengagement (see Chapter Three). Indeed, 

Pearce and Larson (2006) call for more research regarding the process of disengagement to 

better understand how young people can re-engage in youth programmes. The current PYD 

literature focuses on the positive effect that the key influencing factors have on engagement, 

while neglecting to understand how other factors can also encourage disengagement. This limits 

the understanding of engagement, potentially causing participants to be vulnerable to 

disengaging. Furthermore, the literature in the PYD field tends to view disengagement as the 

absence of engagement, however the findings from the current research suggest that they are 
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two separate concepts as there is a great deal that separates these two processes. For example, 

the tension found between the two autonomy-based factors regarding engagement (supporting 

autonomy) and disengagement (too much autonomy) illustrates how the benefits of some factors 

may only be experienced in certain circumstances, and that if they are present during other 

periods, they can produce a negative effect. If engagement and disengagement were simply the 

opposite of each other, then one would expect the presence of autonomy to encourage 

engagement, and the absence of autonomy to encourage disengagement. However, this was not 

found in the current research as experiencing autonomy under certain circumstances and for 

certain individuals had a negative effect on their engagement which, in some cases, led to 

disengagement. This suggests that disengagement is not merely experienced by the absence of 

a factor that influences engagement, but that it is a separate process. Although the findings from 

the current research provide evidence that disengagement is a separate process to engagement, 

the findings also illustrate how both engagement and disengagement are needed to understand 

the process of engagement as a whole. This is an important paradox, and one which is explained 

further when disengagement and engagement are discussed together later in the chapter and a 

holistic view of the process of engagement in the WA is illustrated. 

The hierarchy of engagement. 

Collecting observations on all three components of engagement permits an analysis of 

the hierarchy of engagement. Similarly to the findings of Skinner et al. (2008) and Li and Lerner 

(2013), the current research found evidence that behavioural engagement led to cognitive and 

emotional engagement, and that emotional engagement led to cognitive engagement. However, 

the current research contradicts ideas from Reschly and Christenson (2006) who propose that 

emotional and cognitive changes precede behavioural changes. In line with Fredrickson and 

Joiner (2002) and Skinner (2008), the findings of the current research illustrate how positive 

feelings towards an activity (emotional engagement) encouraged participants to approach or 
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continue in activities (behavioural engagement). Positive emotions were also observed to 

encourage strategic thinking and deeper involvement in tasks, thus influencing cognitive 

engagement and supporting findings by Fredrickson and Joiner (2002) and Li and Lerner (2013). 

However, engagement was not always stimulated by positive emotions as there were activities 

that some of the participants were initially not motivated to take part in, e.g., the tramp. Due to 

the nature of the WA it was necessary to complete the activities, therefore the participants were 

encouraged to attempt them. This resulted in observations of enjoyment and increased focus by 

the participants, suggesting emotional and cognitive engagement. The observation of 

behavioural engagement influencing cognitive and emotional engagement supports Bohnert et 

al. (2010) who propose that increased intensity, breadth and duration (i.e., behavioural 

engagement) lead to deeper engagement (i.e., emotional engagement). The finding also supports 

Damian et al. (2017) who suggest that by adhering to rules and following instructions young 

people are more likely to engage in a cognitive manner. Furthermore, the current research 

supports Pearce and Larson’s (2006) Theory of Motivational Change (TMC). The TMC outlines 

how an individual’s motivation to engage in a youth programme can initially be due to extrinsic 

reasons (e.g., to see their friends), thus suggesting behavioural engagement. However, as the 

young person develops a personal connection to the programme their motivation to participate 

develops to become more intrinsic (e.g., feelings of enjoyment and interest), thus suggesting 

emotional and cognitive engagement. Therefore, the TMC outlines one way in which 

behavioural engagement can lead to deeper levels of emotional and cognitive engagement. 

Overall the results provide further evidence for engagement as an open-ended process in which 

the three components interact continually. 

As the previous research identifying the engagement hierarchies is based in a school 

setting, and the current research found similar hierarchies, it may be possible that there is a 

universal engagement hierarchy. Indeed, the school and OA programme setting have a number 

of differences, for example an OA programme setting is an unusual environment which can 
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cause participants to feel a greater amount of pressure to take part in activities (i.e., 

behaviourally engage) than they would in a school setting. Furthermore, many of the 

experiences young people will have in an OA programme will be novel, thus encouraging 

emotional engagement through positive feelings. This contrasts with a school environment 

which is less of a novel setting and thus the setting may be associated less with positive 

emotions. As in-depth research regarding hierarchies of engagement is limited, further research 

in different contexts would be required to provide further support for this universality regarding 

the hierarchy of engagement. 

The trajectories of engagement. 

The trajectories of engagement illustrate the different patterns of engagement 

experienced by the participants in the WA. This difference was especially significant between 

the variable engagement group, who had fluctuating levels of engagement, and the generally 

high group, who had a stable level of high engagement. The trajectories of engagement, and the 

vast differences between the patterns of engagement support Fredricks et al.’s (2004) 

understanding that variability in engagement is likely due to individual responses to changes in 

the environment, as well as the importance of person-environment interactions, which is a key 

concept in the PYD literature (Lerner et al., 2006). Together, this explains how some participants 

appear to be more vulnerable to changes in engagement than others. Further support comes from 

Archambault and Dupéré (2017), who suggest that irregular engagement patterns may represent 

individuals who are especially sensitive to their environment, and may respond negatively when 

the environment is not suited to their specific needs. Some youth may find it harder to adapt to 

environmental changes, thus their engagement is variable. Participants in the stable trajectory 

group may have an underlying level of stability, and this may reflect a stable match between 

their personal attributes and skills and the demands of the environment (Janosz et al., 2008). 

Similarly to Janosz et al. (2008), the trajectory group with the fewest participants in the current 
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research were the increased engagement group. Janosz et al. (2008) found that males were more 

likely to be in their increasing group, which supports the current research as males were the only 

participants in this group. However, the authors acknowledge that selection effects may have 

influenced the increasing pathway in their research as the students with the highest risks would 

have dropped out, leaving the high achieving students to streamline the pathway to an increased 

trajectory. This is not the case in the current research as no participants dropped out, thus 

providing more robust evidence for the inclusion of this engagement trajectory. 

Scholars who have previously explored engagement trajectories have failed to 

demonstrate the within group differences in trajectory groups (e.g., Li & Lerner, 2011). 

Knowledge regarding within group differences is limited as the participants tend to be grouped 

together in terms of their trajectory, consequently risking over-generalising the construct. In 

doing this, there is an assumption that engagement is experienced in the same way for all the 

participants in each group. Thus, researchers are vulnerable to missing key pieces of information 

regarding the differences in how individuals engage and what prevents them from disengaging. 

The substantial differences regarding the factors that affect engagement and disengagement 

within each trajectory group found in the current research are important to increase knowledge 

and understanding in the engagement field. The current research has illustrated that due to the 

unique nature of individuals it may not be possible to have a set structure or rules for PYD 

programmes to follow to be effective. Rather, these vast differences illustrate how PYD 

programmes need to be designed to allow flexibility to adjust to the needs of everyone to be 

effective.  

 

Advancing Knowledge in Outdoor Adventure Programming 

The results presented in Chapters Five and Six together advance the PYD field by 

contributing to other research that has begun to uncover the process that leads to positive 
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outcomes in PYD programmes. This addresses a significant gap in the PYD programming field 

as the process of engagement in this context is not well understood, yet a significant body of 

research suggests its importance to outcomes (e.g., Chapman et al., 2017).  The current research 

adds to the youth engagement literature by identifying the factors that influence disengagement 

which, as previously acknowledged, is a concept that lacks understanding. Together, the 

inclusion of engagement and disengagement provides a holistic view of the factors that can 

contribute to the effectiveness of PYD programmes. As the current research is based in an OA 

component of a PYD programme, the findings inform our understanding of this context 

specifically.  

The themes identified in Chapter Five provide support for many of the key components 

previously found to be important for success in OA programmes, as outlined in Chapter Two, 

further illustrating the importance of engagement for effective PYD and specifically OA 

programmes. Furthermore, the narrative reports in Chapter Six allow a deep exploration of these 

factors to uncover how the factors uniquely contribute to each participant’s engagement and 

disengagement. This was especially valuable as the narratives clearly indicate how each 

participant was observed to experience the factors in differing ways. Furthermore, several 

themes appeared to contradict each other as well as contradict the literature, one example being 

the influence that autonomy had on engagement and disengagement. This, and several other 

identified tensions and contradictions are discussed in the following section. 

The physical environment. 

The physical environment has been suggested to be an important feature of OA 

programmes (Deane & Harré, 2014a; Priest & Gass, 2005), and this was supported by the 

findings from the current research through the influence of the nature of the activities and the 

environment on engagement, and the influence of the level of physical challenge on 

disengagement. One way the physical environment influenced engagement was through the 
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unconscious immersion participants appeared to have in the natural environment, supporting 

propositions made by Miles and Priest (1999) who highlight the importance of nature in OA 

programming. The influence of the natural environment appeared to be unconscious as it was 

not mentioned directly by the participants, however during informal conversations with the 

researcher the participants signalled their engagement with the environment. The unconscious 

immersion in the natural environment triggered emotional engagement through experiencing 

positive emotions and interest in activities. The participants’ positive emotions encouraged them 

to adhere to the rules, put in extra effort into tasks and focus, all of which signal behavioural 

and cognitive engagement. This supports Fredrickson and Joiner (2002) and Li and Lerner 

(2013) who both found positive emotions led to cognitive and behavioural engagement.  

The findings from the current research suggest hardship was observed during periods of 

necessity in physical challenge, and success was associated with accomplishment. The necessity 

of the task forced the participants to engage behaviourally, and once this behavioural 

engagement developed, emotional and cognitive engagement followed. The positive feelings 

that developed after experiencing success in activities led to emotional engagement, which then 

developed into cognitive engagement through reflecting on the positive feeling of 

accomplishment. Indeed, challenge is suggested to influence cognitive engagement as challenge 

encourages participants to advance their skills to solve a problem (Greene et al., 2013). 

Furthermore, if the activity was novel, the initial behavioural engagement was often observed 

to be triggered due to feelings of excitement, thus implying the engagement process as being 

stimulated by emotional engagement. This hierarchical pattern of engagement has been 

observed in school settings (Skinner et al., 2008; Li & Lerner, 2013). As mentioned previously, 

as this pattern of engagement has been observed in both school and OA programme settings, 

this may suggest there is a form of universality in terms of aspects of engagement across 

differing contexts. However, although the pattern of engagement may be similar, there are 

different factors related to the setting that influence each type of engagement. For example, in 
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the context of an OA programme the notion of necessity and novelty are prevalent, whereas 

these may not be as common in school environments. Further research is required to understand 

the factors that trigger initial behavioural engagement that can then lead to cognitive and 

emotional engagement in other settings. 

The importance of balance in terms of challenge is noted across multiple contexts e.g., 

school (Silver & Perini, 2010) and sports (Gavin, Mcbrearty, Malo, Abravanel, & 

Moudrakovski, 2016), and this has also been found in the current research in an OA setting. The 

participants appeared to receive the benefits of engagement from accomplishment after 

disengaging for a period of time due to experiencing too much physical challenge in an activity. 

The vast increase in engagement following a tough challenge also appears to suggest that when 

an individual finishes a challenge they previously felt incompetent in, feelings of 

accomplishment may be higher compared to those participants who initially felt confident, thus 

potentially increasing positive outcomes. This aligns strongly with the Youth Adventure 

Programming (YAP) model (Deane and Harré, 2014a), which acknowledges that participants 

may initially doubt their ability to succeed and thus experience tension. However, challenges 

should ultimately be attainable with effort, and that when they are successfully completed 

feelings of mastery develop. Similarly, McKenzie (2000) notes that challenge produces a sense 

of dissonance, or a constructive level of anxiety, which encourages participants to master the 

skills required to overcome this negative state. Larson et al.’s (2005) Theory of Initiative (TOI) 

also touches on the notion of balance in challenge by acknowledging that challenge encourages 

learning as the participants understand that effort and discipline are required to achieve success. 

As mentioned in the YAP model, challenges should increase in difficulty to ensure a consistent 

balance of difficulty and mastery is experienced. As well as encouraging emotional engagement 

through positive feelings linked to increases in confidence (Iwasaki et al., 2014), balancing 

challenge is also likely to encourage cognitive engagement as the participants develop new ways 

of thinking (Larson et al., 2005), thus encouraging flexibility and strategic thinking. Together, 
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it appears that the balance of challenge and success involves initial emotional engagement, but 

this emotional engagement can be through negative emotions (e.g., anxiety and tension) rather 

than the more commonly discussed positive emotions. As identified in Chapter Three, emotional 

engagement includes negative emotions, however this is not often discussed in relation to 

positive outcomes. Therefore, the current research acknowledges that emotional engagement 

can trigger both behavioural and cognitive engagement through experiencing negative emotions.  

As mentioned, when an appropriate level of skill is matched with challenge, participants 

experience feelings of competence, self-belief and the ability to learn new skills. However, if 

the challenge requires significantly less skill than the individual possesses, it is likely that their 

attention will drift to other sources of interest and frustration can develop (Csikszentmihalyi, 

1990). This is a common phenomenon and was also observed in the current study through the 

theme of a lack of challenge influencing disengagement. The influence a lack of challenge had 

on disengagement supports ideas from Miles and Priest (1999) who suggest that when perceived 

risk is too low participants can fail to become motivated to engage in the activity. A lack of 

challenge appeared to encourage behavioural, cognitive and emotional disengagement. This is 

likely due to producing feelings of boredom, representing emotional disengagement, which 

consequently causes participants to lose focus, interfere with the activity, and to demonstrate 

low effort and ineffective actions during the activity. Together these indicators represent 

behavioural and cognitive disengagement.  In general, the findings support the importance of 

challenge in activities, and the assumption that experiencing too much challenge is more 

beneficial than too little challenge, as participants can still experience positive outcomes. 

Overall, the range of themes associated with the activities in the WA support 

McLaughlin’s (2000) suggestion that youth programmes should have a range of experiences and 

scaffolding to ensure the level of challenge matches the individual’s needs. Evidence for this 

can be found in the current research findings as the individual trajectories of engagement in 
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Chapter Six illustrate the different responses participants had to the activities. Although the 

participants in each trajectory group shared similar patterns of engagement, the factors that led 

to these patterns were varied within each group. It appears that providing a range of activities is 

important to develop and maintain engagement as it gives all the participants the opportunity to 

find an activity that they can engage in. This is due to the unique nature of individuals, meaning 

some participants will find certain activities enjoyable, whereas other will find them boring 

(Greene et al., 2012).  

The social context. 

There is a strong body of evidence supporting the influence of the social context on the 

effectiveness of OA programmes (McKenzie, 2000; Kimball & Bacon, 1993; Walsh & Golins, 

1976). The current research found that the social context influenced engagement through the 

importance of peer support to increase engagement, and the presence of a negative social 

influence to increase disengagement. In general, it appeared that individual participants’ actions 

either isolated them from the group or encouraged others to support them, thus influencing their 

engagement and disengagement. It appeared that the group-based activities in the OA context 

encouraged engagement as, similarly to Mossman and Goldthorpe (2004), during group 

discussions the participants would cognitively engage in the discussions regarding aspects such 

as planning or reflection. This suggests that the social context of an OA programme setting can 

encourage cognitive engagement, and that this is triggered by initial behavioural engagement in 

cooperative activities.  

 The influence of peer support was triangulated by the participants themselves who 

acknowledged that receiving support from members of the group was important in their WA 

experience. This supports the YAP model (Deane and Harré, 2014a) as peer support is 

mentioned as a key component in adventure programming. The YAP model further proposes 

that peer and facilitator support encourages feelings of mastery during a task, thus linking this 
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factor to feelings of accomplishment discussed previously. The experience of both providing 

and receiving peer support appeared to influence engagement. In terms of providing support, a 

number of the participants appeared to enjoy helping others, suggesting emotional engagement 

through providing support. This was also found by Wittman (1995) whose participants placed a 

high value on helping others. Furthermore, the participant who is providing support is likely to 

have to think strategically to give appropriate support, thus suggesting cognitive engagement. It 

is likely that the providers’ confidence in the task will increase as they can share their skills, 

which in turn increases self-efficacy (Escartí, Gutiérrez, Pascual, & Marín, 2010), further 

prompting the participant to provide support and develop positive feelings from helping others. 

This then helps to maintain emotional engagement. Participants who voluntarily do this illustrate 

that they are putting in effort into the activity, thus signalling behavioural engagement. Hence 

emotional engagement, due to wanting to help others, appears to precede both cognitive and 

behavioural engagement, which are by-products of wanting to help other members of the group.  

Receiving peer support is suggested to be linked to feelings of connection with the group 

and to the programme as participants feel accepted and supported by the group (Cook, 2008), 

thus suggesting emotional engagement. For the recipient of support, their motivation to 

complete a task increases (Crosnoe, Cavanagh & Elder, 2003), therefore encouraging 

engagement at a cognitive level as they are motivated to put extra effort into the task. Indeed, 

Crosnoe et al. (2003) found that their participants’ positive behaviours and performance were 

associated with receiving support from friends who were high achievers and felt a connection 

to school. Although this study was in a school setting, similar patterns were observed in the OA 

setting as participants who received support from friends who were engaged and appeared 

connected to the WA, demonstrated positive behaviours associated with engagement at all three 

levels after receiving support. Furthermore, after receiving support from peers, cognitive 

engagement appeared to develop as the participants’ confidence increased and they felt 

comfortable voicing their opinion in group discussions. Indeed, Mossman and Goldthorpe 
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(2004) found their participants specifically mentioned that sharing similar experiences with a 

small group encouraged them to voice their opinions in groups. Feelings of gratitude can also 

develop towards the provider of support, thus encouraging positive emotions and deepening 

emotional engagement. Therefore, receiving support from peers appears to encourage 

engagement at a cognitive level through increased motivation and self-confidence, emotionally 

through feelings of connection and gratitude, and behaviourally through encouraging positive 

behaviours. 

Often it appeared that the group were required to work together out of necessity due to 

the nature of OA programming which encourages teamwork. Therefore, this suggests the 

hierarchy of engagement in terms of peer support may begin with behavioural engagement due 

to the necessity of working together as a team in the OA setting. Following this behavioural 

engagement, emotional engagement and cognitive engagement develop in different ways for the 

provider and receiver of support, as previously discussed. Overall, by working together as a 

team and reciprocating support, the participants develop a sense of autonomy. Indeed, 

McKenzie (2000) notes that feelings of independence that result from experiencing autonomy 

made significant contributions to participants’ personal development. As autonomy has been 

identified as important to engagement in the previous literature (Ryan & Deci, 2000) and 

supported in the current research, this is an important pathway to acknowledge. 

The findings of the current research also identify three factors that increased 

disengagement related to the social context: separation from the group, adverse effects of 

friendships and conflict between participants. Both separation from the group and the adverse 

effects of friendships were found to influence behavioural and cognitive disengagement, 

whereas conflict between participants only influenced disengagement at a behavioural level. 

This may be because conflict discourages participants to take part in activities or invest effort 

in them. Together, these findings illustrate the importance of having a deep understanding of the 
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factors that influence disengagement so instances such as these can be addressed before any 

long-lasting disengagement occurs. It is likely that the disengaged behaviours that developed 

from the negative social influence of the group in these instances could have been reduced had 

the facilitators been more attuned to the needs of the participants.  

The role of the facilitators. 

The findings from the current research support scholars in the PYD field who note the 

importance of the facilitator in PYD programmes (Cross et al., 2010; Deane & Harre, 2014a). 

The role of the facilitators appeared to be imperative to the participants’ experience of both 

engagement and disengagement in an OA programming context as evidenced by the first level 

themes of facilitator skills to increase engagement and limited facilitator attunement influencing 

disengagement. The importance of the facilitators’ role is likely due to the multi-faceted nature 

of this role, including ensuring the smooth running of the WA and encouraging engagement in 

the activities. The results support those of Bobilya et al. (2005) who found that the role of the 

instructor influenced the participants experience through preparation before, encouragement 

during, and discussion after a wilderness experience. This illustrates the multi-faceted way in 

which the facilitators influence the experience of an OA programme for the participants, 

especially with regards to engagement.  

As discussed in Chapter Two, a great deal of the literature focuses on the importance of 

the facilitators providing support to the participants and the positive influence this has on 

outcomes in OA programmes (McKenzie, 2000). In a review of the literature regarding how 

outcomes are achieved, McKenzie (2000) identifies facilitators as a key component, suggesting 

that high expectations from the facilitator to the participants can create a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

This was also found in the current research as the facilitators encouraged the participants to 

complete every activity, and encouraged the belief that they could complete them. Therefore, 
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by providing emotional support, behavioural engagement is increased through adhering to rules, 

and cognitive engagement by encouraging focus.  

The participants in the current research appeared interested in learning new skills, and 

when the facilitators took the time to teach them new skills, the participants’ engagement 

increased. This illustrates that learning new skills is a valuable vehicle for supporting 

engagement, providing further evidence of the importance of engagement in OA programmes 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 1990), but has been previously discussed in terms of learning through 

activities rather than through the facilitators themselves. However, Vygotsky’s sociocultural 

theory includes concepts of guided participation and scaffolding and strongly emphasises the 

importance of the role adults have in youth development (McGlonn-Nelson, 2005). To learn 

new skills, a level of cognitive engagement is required as the participant demonstrates an 

investment in learning. Competence is encouraged through the provision of informational 

support as the participants develop the ability to master new skills in a novel activity. 

Competence is discussed in Ryan and Deci’s Self-Determination theory (SDT; 2000) as one of 

the key processes essential for optimal human functioning, and is suggested to encourage 

intrinsic motivation. This suggests that through the facilitators providing informational support, 

they are encouraging cognitive engagement. Through engaging cognitively and learning new 

skills, the participants become intrinsically motivated, thus increasing their emotional 

engagement.  

The provision of autonomy is generally considered to be a positive feature in PYD 

programmes (Akiva et al., 2014; Tierney, 2016), which is supported by the current research 

through the finding that the facilitators supporting autonomy encouraged engagement. The 

facilitators have control over the participants’ experience of autonomy, challenge and comfort, 

all of which have been suggested to influence engagement (Ryan & Deci, 2000; Pearce & 

Larson, 2006). In Ryan and Deci’s (2000) discussion of the SDT, the authors acknowledge that 



 

241 

 

in school settings teachers who support student’s autonomy encourage intrinsic motivation, 

curiosity and the desire for challenge. When combined with the experiences of the participants 

in the current study, evidence suggests that by supporting autonomy the participants emotionally 

engage through increased interest, which can lead to cognitive engagement as they are motivated 

to exert effort during a task. Furthermore, in the TOI, Larson et al. (2005) acknowledge the 

importance of the role of the facilitators, specifically noting that they can provide participants 

with a sense of responsibility and ownership (i.e., autonomy). Research by Larson, Walker and 

Pearce (2005) provide support for the importance of the facilitators adjusting their techniques 

to suit the participants through the finding that even in a youth-driven programme, there were 

instances when it was necessary for the facilitators to regain power to ensure the smooth running 

of the programme. The TOI also acknowledges the importance of the facilitator’s ability to be 

flexible to the needs of the participants. This is supported by the findings of the current research 

because when autonomy was given under certain circumstances (i.e., after a physically 

exhausting activity) or to specific participants (i.e., those who lack confidence in leadership), 

disengagement occurred. Too much autonomy appeared to encourage behavioural and 

emotional disengagement, potentially due to feelings of being overwhelmed which can cause 

participants to direct their attention away from a situation. Too much autonomy has been 

discussed in the context of family environments (Goldstein, Davis-Kean, & Eccles, 2005), 

where it is believed that providing youth with too much autonomy can have similar negative 

effects as providing too little autonomy. The findings from the current research suggest this may 

also be the case in OA youth programmes, thus supporting the importance of the facilitators to 

be attuned to the needs of the group as a whole, as well as to individuals. By being attuned to 

the needs of the group, the facilitators are in a more effective position to create conditions that 

encourage engagement. 

Attunement has not been included in much of the current PYD literature, with one 

exception being Pryce (2012) who looked at attunement in a school-based mentoring 
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programme. In this work, attunement is described as the capacity of the mentor to be flexible to 

the verbal and non-verbal cues of the youth by acknowledging the youths’ needs and desires. 

Attunement involves being receptive to interpreting and reflecting on youths’ cues, ultimately 

understanding the youths experience and adjusting the relationship to suit their needs. Indeed, 

Pryce’s research illustrates how a minimally attuned mentor was associated with mentees who 

were emotionally flat, lacked investment in the conversation and exerted minimal effort to the 

relationship, thus signalling emotional disengagement. Another mentee who was paired with a 

minimally attuned mentor failed to attend the final session, having disengaged from the 

programme. The importance of attunement is supported by the findings from the current 

research through the theme of the facilitators adapting to the needs of the participants to increase 

engagement. 

   The importance of the facilitators’ adapting to the needs of the participants has been 

discussed in the literature in terms of challenge by creating a match between perceived risk and 

competence (Gregg, 2007), and has been acknowledged in the YAP model (Deane and Harré, 

2014a) and the TOI (Larson et al., 2005). The YAP model mentions how the facilitators play a 

key role in ensuring participants feel safe while at the same time feeling challenged, and the TOI 

acknowledges how the facilitators can adapt activities to the capabilities of the youth. Indeed, 

in the current research the facilitators were found to play a key role in the experiences that the 

participants had in the activities. This was because the facilitators could control a number of 

characteristics of the activities including feelings of competition, challenge and hardship. 

Competition, challenge and hardship have been discussed in relation to feelings of 

accomplishment (Gavin et al., 2016), thus suggesting a pathway to engagement. This supports 

the YAP model (Deane and Harré, 2014a) which identifies the need for skilled facilitators to 

generate feelings of mastery following experiences of psychological disequilibrium during a 

task.  
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As well as positively influencing engagement, under certain circumstances and at 

specific times, the actions of the facilitators also appeared to influence disengagement. These 

instances fall under the theme of limited facilitator attunement. Disengagement was observed 

when the facilitators revoked power previously given to the participants. This led to behavioural 

and cognitive disengagement in the participants in this research. At a cognitive level, 

inconsistency can cause confusion resulting in ineffective actions during a task. At a behavioural 

level, a participant is likely to exert less effort and potentially withdraw from an activity when 

the power that they previously had is taken from them. Inconsistent rules, such as not 

reprimanding a participant who has their back to the group during a discussion (an example is 

provided in Chapter Five), also influenced disengagement, particularly at an emotional and 

behavioural level. Interestingly, the participants appeared to emotionally disengage when there 

were inconsistent rules, yet not when power was revoked. This may be due to the importance of 

safety in the OA setting, permitting inconsistent rules to have a deeper impact on disengagement 

than momentarily revoking power. The importance of consistency with regards to rules and 

power supports findings by Messias, Fore, McLoughlin and Parra-Medina (2005) who reviewed 

PYD programming literature and found that effective PYD programmes established clear rules 

and consequences that were enforced fairly and consistently. This suggests that inconsistent 

rules and power being revoked can also occur in PYD programming in other contexts, therefore 

it is important to understand that being able to recognise transgressions and discuss them with 

the youth in order to address the impact these might have on the youth is important in terms of 

attunement. 

At this point it is important to recognise the reasons behind the limited facilitator 

attunement that was observed in this research. As the researcher did not conduct interviews, this 

is essentially unknown. However, a viable explanation is that it was due to exhaustion felt by 

the facilitators. As identified in Chapter Seven, the WA is energy intensive leading to feelings 

of exhaustion. It is unrealistic to assume that the facilitators can be at 100% all the time and 
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feelings of exhaustion can cause a lack of focus which can lead to failure to be attuned to the 

participants. It is also important to note the strengths of the facilitators observed in the research. 

As outlined in Chapter Five, the facilitators in the two cases in this research had different 

leadership styles. Although each style varied, they both appeared incredibly powerful in creating 

and maintaining a positive experience for all the participants. The facilitators were clearly 

committed to providing a high-quality experience for the participants and, from the researcher’s 

observations, they achieved this. As so much of the experience in an OA setting is related to the 

facilitators, any deficits mentioned regarding the facilitators are not intended to colour the whole 

experience or their actions, and it is important that the comments that have been made 

throughout this thesis are interpreted in the context of a generally very positive experience.  

 

Methodological Advances: Immersive Participant Observation 

As discussed in Chapter Seven, by using IPO the researcher obtained a unique view of 

engagement in the WA that may not have been achieved with other methods. The researcher 

was permitted a full and uninterrupted view of engagement, enabling an understanding of how 

individuals display their engagement in their own unique way, e.g., Lewis’s smile was a 

significant observation to demonstrate emotional engagement (see Chapter Seven). Lewis 

himself may be unlikely to acknowledge this gesture as significant during an interview, 

questionnaire or a focus group, and a researcher conducting intermittent observations may not 

notice such minor observations when observing a group of 12 participants for limited periods of 

time. By using IPO the researcher could observe the whole context surrounding an event, 

including the circumstances that lead to it and the behaviour changes that occur after it. This 

allows the researcher to recognise the indirect links and influences that occur later in the 

programme that the participants within the experience may have been unable to reflect on and 

acknowledge themselves. Furthermore, the unconscious engagement (e.g., with the natural 
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environment and through focus in challenging activities) experienced by participants is not 

likely to be acknowledged by the participants’ themselves due to its unconscious nature, thus 

limiting the level of detail collected through other methods. In other words, participants are not 

likely to understand the significance of their behaviours or acknowledge the factors within the 

programme that influence or promote these behaviours. Indeed, previous research has identified 

challenges that participants have in retrospectively recounting what happens within dynamic 

interactions (Henry, Moffit, Caspi, Langley & Silva, 1994).  

The research addressed an important gap in the current literature by following 

suggestions by Eccles (2016) and Axelson and Flic (2010) by investigating engagement in a 

specific context and using a context specific conceptualisation of youth engagement. It appears 

that the current research is one of the first of its kind to focus on engagement specifically in an 

OA component of a PYD programme, thus contributing to the literature in this unique way. The 

current research supports the inclusion of behavioural, cognitive and emotional dimensions to 

conceptualise engagement. As discussed in Chapter Three, these dimensions are commonly used 

in school settings but are less frequently used in PYD programming. This research supports not 

only the presence of these dimensions in PYD programming, but also that all three can be 

measured simultaneously using an observational method. This, along with the presence of the 

researcher from the beginning to the end of the WA permitted trajectories of engagement to be 

identified. To the researcher’s knowledge, observational methods have not been used to identify 

trajectories of engagement previously, therefore using IPO in the current research illustrates 

how this novel methodology can add to the engagement field.  

Using an observational method to measure all three components of engagement 

simultaneously adds to the engagement literature where observational methods tend to focus 

only on behavioural engagement (Grossman et al., 2009), with cognitive and emotional 

engagement acknowledged as being difficult to capture using such methods (Appleton et al., 
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2006). Cognitive engagement was captured by observing cognitive processes such as strategic 

thinking, leading an activity and attempting to advance learning. In addition, emotional 

engagement was captured by displaying positive feelings, discussing emotionally provoking 

issues with the group and showing a feeling of connection to the WA through observations such 

as supporting peers and putting the needs of the group above personal needs. Although engaging 

cognitively and emotionally are an internal processes, certain external behaviours signal that 

these internal processes are occurring.   

The reliability of standardised single point in time measurements of engagement are 

questioned through the findings of this research due to the flexibility of the construct and its 

vulnerability to situational and contextual factors. Indeed, engagement was observed to change 

multiple times a day, and was influenced by a multitude of factors that varied between 

participants. This finding is supported by Park et al. (2012) who understands engagement to be 

intra-individual, and that individuals cannot simply be labelled as engaged or disengaged. 

Therefore, measuring engagement at one-time point is limited to capturing engagement in one 

specific moment. In addition, the current research provides evidence for the importance of 

measuring engagement continually over a long period of time to better understand the process. 

Measures taken from snapshots of participants’ experiences are likely to fail to capture the 

subtle, common behaviours that can be important when identifying features important to 

process. Whereas continually observing engagement can capture these features, and appear to 

be well suited to OA programmes as they have a bounded system allowing focus in the research. 

Although IPO permits a level of detail that is potentially not obtainable by using other 

methods, such methods do have a strong place in PYD research and there are a number of 

circumstances when other methods may be better suited to the research question. In this research 

IPO has been used specifically to explore a phenomenon. It has not been used to identify cause 

and effect relationships, which are better suited to other methods such as with questionnaires. 



 

247 

 

Therefore, rather than replacing other methods, IPO is intended as an additional tool to PYD 

programming research, particularly with regards to exploring a complex phenomenon. This 

being said, it is important that any researcher interested in using this method carefully plans 

their data collection and follows advice detailed in Chapter Seven. When used with proper 

preparation and care and in the right circumstance, it is the researcher’s belief that IPO can 

uncover remarkable insights. 

Overall, the current research demonstrates how one observational method can be used 

to capture all three dimensions of engagement, thus generating a complete view of engagement. 

Acknowledging how holistic engagement can be observed is influential to the youth engagement 

literature as many studies of engagement involve one or two types of engagement and rarely 

include all three (Fredricks et al., 2004). Measuring all three dimensions of engagement allows 

a deeper understanding of how the components can influence each other. This is important as 

engaging at all three levels is suggested to be vital to reach a high level of engagement (Rose-

Krasnor, 2009; Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000).  

 

Limitations 

There are several limitations associated with the research. First, it is important to stress 

that this thesis represents one example of how engagement and disengagement can develop. 

This therefore limits the transferability of the findings between different OA and PYD 

programme contexts. Project K’s WA will differ in terms of the activities, duration and goals 

present in other OA programmes, thus the findings must be considered with this in mind. For 

example, therapeutic OA programmes are likely to place more emphasis on facilitator support, 

in comparison to Project K’s WA where a great deal of emphasis is placed on challenging 

activities as the goal is to increase the participants’ self-efficacy. Moreover, the research is 

limited to 24 youth participants of similar ages, further preventing the transferability of the 
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findings to adolescents in general and to different age groups. For example, older youth may 

react differently to feelings of autonomy as older youth are likely to be developmentally ready 

for greater levels of autonomy than younger youth (Larson et al., 2005). The only way to 

minimise this issue would be to include other OA programmes in research that also involves 

youth of different ages. As this research was designed to explore engagement, the bounded 

context of Project K’s WA was understood to be appropriate. Furthermore, it is important that 

the reader understands that the methods used are for the purpose of theory-building, and that 

further research is required to test the precise process of engagement. 

Other participant characteristics are also important to consider with regards to the 

limitations of this research. Project K participants are selected to attend the programme based 

on having low self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is based on an individuals’ belief in their own 

capabilities to achieve a desired outcome through their own efforts (Bandura, 1977). Low self-

efficacy is suggested to cause motivational problems which can cause behaviours such as giving 

up or avoiding a task if an individual does not believe they can succeed in the task (Margolis & 

Mccabe, 2006). Therefore, as motivation is closely linked with engagement (see Chapter Three), 

a participant’s self-efficacy beliefs are likely to impact their engagement. Moreover, 

competency-related beliefs are suggested to be significantly more apparent during adolescence 

(Bandura, 2006). This may affect the ways in which the participants interact with each other, 

respond to situations and how they perform in activities in comparison to individuals with higher 

self-efficacy scores. Therefore, low self-efficacy may result in different experiences of 

engagement compared to youth with higher levels of self-efficacy. As the current research found 

that several of the participants appeared to be engaged from the beginning of the WA, this 

contradicts with what may be expected in a group of youth with low self-efficacy. Furthermore, 

the participants involved in the current research were all from New Zealand, therefore there are 

limitations regarding the transferability to different cultural contexts and participants of different 

ethnicities. This further demonstrates the importance of understanding these findings in relation 
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to the context of the research, and that future research should be conducted across a variety of 

programmes and contexts to further confirm the findings from the current research.  

In general, there are limitations to the support the current research can provide in terms 

of influencing outcomes. Conclusions regarding outcomes cannot be drawn from the empirical 

evidence from this research alone as the findings have not identified cause and effect 

relationships between the factors influencing engagement nor between engagement and 

programme outcomes. Instead, the researcher has looked systematically at patterns of behaviour 

that occur regularly with regards to engagement, thus suggesting their importance to this 

complex phenomenon. In some cases, the participants or the facilitators have affirmed the 

importance of such patterns of behaviour through informal conversations and discussions. 

However, given that Project K has been shown to be effective and that engagement in the WA, 

at least at an emotional level, has been empirically linked to social outcomes (Chapman et al., 

2017), this research provides evidence of why and how engagement in this programme is linked 

to outcomes.  

 

Opportunities for Future Research 

The current research has illustrated a number of advantages of using IPO in the context 

of an OA programme. Together, these advantages illustrate how this method provides 

opportunities for understanding other complex processes within this context. IPO can be used 

to explore other aspects of observable participant experiences, such as intensity, together helping 

to create a robust understanding of the processes that occur in these settings. Furthermore, as 

engagement is suggested to be an important concept to achieve outcomes in youth programming, 

it is important to continue to add to the knowledge regarding this process. In line with 

suggestions made by Janosz et al. (2008), this research makes a further call for the need for 

research focused on engagement to better explain the nature and course of this construct not 



 

250 

 

only in OA settings but in other PYD programme settings. Previous authors have made similar 

suggestions in the context of schools (e.g., Janosz et al., 2008), but it is also important to add to 

the engagement literature in PYD programming as these programmes have been shown to have 

a number of positive effects on participants. It would also be beneficial to apply IPO to explore 

engagement in different OA programmes with varying activities. These findings could then be 

combined with the current research to develop a comprehensive picture of engagement in an 

OA programme context. In addition, this method could be used in other youth programme 

settings (e.g., community-based programmes) to capture engagement both between and within 

programmes. Through comparison it would then be possible to identify how various factors can 

influence engagement across diverse programmes. 

It is important to also look beyond the process of engagement and understand the impact 

different types of engagement have on outcomes. For example, can participants receive benefits 

from a programme if they engage only at a cognitive and behavioural level? It would be 

interesting to learn more about the three types of engagement and how the trajectories of these 

influence outcomes in the context of an OA programme. It would also be beneficial, to both the 

PYD field and the engagement field more broadly, to understand the characteristics that 

differentiate individuals between the varying trajectory groups. For example, how do individuals 

in the variable group differ in terms of individual and family characteristics that may have 

influenced their vulnerability to environmental change? This would improve the understanding 

of individual differences, thus encouraging the development of strategies to encourage 

engagement across PYD programmes. This knowledge would also help practitioners to 

understand the vulnerabilities of individuals based on their individual and contextual 

characteristics, thus allowing practitioners to tailor their interactions and the activities within 

the programme to optimise the potential for participant engagement.  
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Implications for Practice 

The research highlights the concept of human plasticity and the importance of 

understanding person-environment interactions. Each young person had a unique set of strengths 

and challenges, and it was the matching of the environment and the support of others that 

influenced to what extent they experienced engagement and personal growth. This illustrates 

the importance of developing an understanding of individual differences in approaches and 

reactions to experiences in an OA programme.  By understanding these individual differences, 

facilitators place themselves in an advantageous position to encourage engagement by acting 

appropriately to individual participants. Furthermore, by acting in an appropriate manor, 

facilitators are able to encourage re-engagement following periods of disengagement, 

consequently helping to prevent drop-out of PYD programmes, and thus increasing outcomes. 

The research provides a number of factors that can help to guide facilitator’s to both promote 

engagement as well as to help re-engage disengaged participants.  

The research highlights that, due to unique person-context interactions, PYD 

programmes need to include a variety of activities that involve different group structures. This 

allows youth’s strengths to be nurtured, encouraging feelings of comfort and self-confidence, as 

well as their boundaries to be pushed, allowing youth to grow and accomplish challenges they 

believed to be unachievable. The research also highlights the need for PYD programmes to be 

flexible to suit the unique needs of each individual. Some youth will respond well to certain 

behaviours and activities, whereas others will respond negatively. It is important that 

programme staff are aware of these differential reactions to enable them to tailor their approach 

to these individuals. This is especially important to youth who are sensitive to environmental 

changes as they appear to be vulnerable to disengaging due to struggling to adapt to the 

environment.  
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Furthermore, the methodology highlights how all aspects of engagement can be 

observed, and provides a rich understanding of engagement in an aggregated sense. This 

includes how engagement is experienced at an individual level and the mechanisms, catalysts 

and turning points that shift engagement for some youth. The methodology itself is novel in an 

OA programming context, and the researcher provides a detailed evaluation to help encourage 

and guide future researchers who are interested in using similar methods. 

Concluding thoughts 

The importance of this thesis lies in the detailed understanding of participant experiences 

of engagement in an OA programme context. This includes disengagement, which has received 

far less interest in the current literature compared to engagement. The findings from this research 

suggest that disengagement is not simply the absence of engagement, which seems to be a 

common misconception in the engagement literature. This is important as it encourages future 

researchers to understand the process of disengagement more deeply. 

The knowledge generated from this research regarding the factors involved in 

engagement and disengagement can help drive improvements to current programmes, and assist 

in the development of new programmes, to overall produce a more effective approach to OA 

youth programming. It is important that practitioners recognise that there is not a ‘one size fits 

all’ policy in PYD programming, and instead concentrate on providing a variety of activities in 

youth programmes. Facilitators should be encouraged to take time to understand the unique 

characteristics of the participants. This then allows the facilitators to adapt the programme 

experience to suit the individual needs of the participants. This includes identifying participant 

strengths and nurturing these strengths, as well as promoting growth through pushing individual 

boundaries. It is the role of the facilitators to understand such differences, and accommodate 

activities to suit each individual’s character.  
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Future research using the methodology outlined in this research can further add to the 

literature regarding engagement in OA contexts and across other PYD programme settings to 

further inform programme development. The current research paves the way for future 

researchers to begin to look at processes in greater depth and to take into account the uniqueness 

of the individual, which will be beneficial to adolescents taking part in PYD programmes around 

the world. 
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