
Running Head: WOMEN, DIVORCE, RESILIENCE, AND OUTDOOR PROGRAMS 
 
 
 
 
 

Into the Back 40: Middle-aged Women,  
 

Divorce, Resilience, and Outdoor Programs 
 

by 
 

Katherine Friedley 
 

 
 
 
 

A Thesis Submitted to the Faculty of Social and Applied Sciences  
in Partial Fulfilment of the Requirements for the Degree of  

 
 
 

Master of Arts in Interdisciplinary Studies 
 

 
 

Royal Roads University 
Victoria, British Columbia, Canada 

 
 

Supervisor: Dr. Mary Bernard 
June, 2019 

 
 
 
 
 

  Katherine Friedley, 2019 
  



WOMEN, DIVORCE, RESILIENCE, AND OUTDOOR PROGRAMS 2 
 

COMMITTEE APPROVAL 

 

The members of Katherine Friedley’s Thesis Committee certify that they have read the thesis 

titled Into the Back 40: Middle-aged Women, Divorce, Resilience, and Outdoor Programs and 

recommend that it be accepted as fulfilling the thesis requirements for the Degree of Master of 

Arts in Interdisciplinary Studies: 

 

   Dr. Mary Bernard [signature on file] 

   Dr. Jennifer Walinga [signature on file] 

    

 
 
Final approval and acceptance of this thesis is contingent upon submission of the final copy of 

the thesis to Royal Roads University. The thesis supervisor confirms to have read this thesis and 

recommends that it be accepted as fulfilling the thesis requirements: 

  Dr. Mary Bernard [signature on file] 

 

  



WOMEN, DIVORCE, RESILIENCE, AND OUTDOOR PROGRAMS 3 
 

 

Creative Commons Statement 

 

This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-

ShareAlike 2.5 Canada License. To view a copy of this license, visit 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/2.5/ca/.  

Some material in this work is not being made available under the terms of this licence: 

• Third-Party material that is being used under fair dealing or with permission. 

• Any photographs where individuals are easily identifiable.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



WOMEN, DIVORCE, RESILIENCE, AND OUTDOOR PROGRAMS 4 
 

Abstract 

 This study examines the relationship between multi-day nature-based outdoor programs, 

resilience development, and divorced women between the ages of 40 and 60. The overarching 

purpose of the study was to determine what elements to include in outdoor programs to 

positively affect resilience development in middle-aged divorced women, and to determine an 

evaluation basis for such programs. The study is underpinned by Richardson’s (2002) 

metatheory of resilience, the third wave of which focuses on effective motivation of internal 

resources to foster resilience development. Six divorced women between the ages of 41 and 58 

participated in a weekend outdoor program which took place in the Canadian Rockies in late 

November 2018, as well as pre and post interactions over several months. The study used 

narrative inquiry methodology contextualized within action research methodology (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000; Herr & Anderson, 2005; Wicks, Reason, & Bradbury, 2008; Given, 2008).  It 

employed pre-adventure semi-structured interviews, online and telephone conversations, 

personal observations, in-session journaling exercises, a post-adventure focus group interview, 

and pre- and post-adventure resilience measurements (Liamputtong, 2011; Wagnild & Young, 

1993). Analysis of the individual narrative inquiries identified disruptive factors (program 

elements), resilience catalysts (opportunities provided by the program for disruption), and areas 

of resilience development, illustrating a positive relationship between the program elements and 

resilience development for each participant. Resilience scale measurement results contradicted 

the narrative results in two of six participants, showing a decrease in resilience post-adventure, 

illustrating resilience domain specificity (Infurna & Luthar, 2018; Luthar, 2015), and 

highlighting the need for future studies to examine resilience transference (Neill & Dias, 2001).  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

 “Okay, can I really be resilient? Can I learn to be confident in myself, and believe in 

myself? Yeah, I don’t know how to get there. That’s something I just really don’t know 

how to get to, to arrive at that place” (Nory, age 41, divorced research participant).   

 This research began with a vision: How could a multi-day outdoor nature-based program 

be designed to encourage resilience development for middle-aged divorced women? This vision 

was driven by my own experiences as a 53-year old divorced female, struggling to find outdoor 

programs aimed at my demographic. Like Nory, I wanted to develop my resilience and regain 

my confidence, preferably in conjunction with participating in an outdoor program , but where 

were all the program offerings for women my age? For divorced women in particular? The 

healing power of nature is well-documented (Berger & McLeod, 2006; Mayer, Frantz, 

Bruehlman-Senecal, & Dolliver, 2009; Holloway, Murray, Okada, & Emmons, 2014; Passmore 

& Howell, 2014), and resilience development has shown a positive correlation with outdoor 

programs (Beightol, Jevertson, Carter, Gray, & Gass, 2012; Shellman & Hill, 2017; Hayhurst, 

Hunter, Kafka, & Boyes, 2015), so it seemed intuitive that an outdoor program aimed at 

divorcées would be of great benefit. Perhaps, I decided, my research could contribute to the 

development of such a program by investigating the optimal design aimed at fostering resilience 

development. 

 From concept to design, this study took me on a personal journey along with the six 

research participants who generously shared their divorce and outdoor program experiences. The 

women known by the pseudonyms Abby, Lisa, Kerry, Leah, Nory, and Lesley, all divorced 

women ranging in age from 41 to 58, related their stories through Skype and telephone  
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interviews, email, and personal interactions as well as the weekend outdoor program itself over 

the course of the research. Their narratives were analyzed and their recollections reframed in 

accordance with the three-dimensional narrative inquiry spaces of time, personal/social 

interaction, and place (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). This analysis was expanded to reveal 

resilience themes in accordance with Wagnild’s (2014) categorization of resilience core and 

supportive mechanisms, and consequently sheds some light on optimal outdoor program 

structure. 

Research Questions 

 This thesis explores the confluence of three subjects – resilience, divorce, and outdoor 

nature-based programs – and considers how three disparate yet interconnected concepts may join 

to catalyze positive adaptation for middle-aged divorced women (Luthar, 2015). The study 

examines, through narrative inquiry and an illustrative resilience scale questionnaire, the lived 

experiences of six middle-aged divorced women who participated in a multi-day nature-based 

outdoor adventure program, designed to expose the women to controlled adversity in the 

outdoors. The overarching purpose of this thesis is to determine how to affect the development of 

resilience in this demographic, and strives to answer two research questions: 

1. What elements must we include in a multi-day nature-based program that would 

encourage the development of resilience in middle-aged divorced women? 

2. How can we best evaluate the effectiveness of this program, and ensure the program 

structure remains flexible and responsive to evolving needs of middle-aged divorced 

women? 
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Resilience Arises  

 Since it first appeared in the psychology and psychiatric literature nearly forty years ago, 

resilience has become a construct “increasingly recognized as one of considerable importance 

from a theoretical and an applied perspective” (Luthar, 2015). Resilience has been the topic of 

intense debate and acute analysis, resulting in a plethora of definitions, and over one dozen 

theories (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013; Richardson, 2002). Regardless of their differences, the 

definitions and theories all reflect a commonality: the concept of resilience provides us with a 

powerful lens with which to refocus our assessment of adversity, as a means to “mobilize 

previously untapped resources” (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013, p. 20). The process of resilience, 

according to Johnson and Wiechelt (2004) “is what helps people sustain lives of health and hope, 

despite adversity” (p. 659).  

Divorce Endures 

 Divorce in Canada is an unfortunate offshoot of the reality of relationships. Four out of 

ten marriages are expected to end in divorce before the 30th anniversary (Statistics Canada, 

2011), and “grey divorce”, or divorce among adults aged 50 and above, is increasingly common, 

with the grey divorce rate more than doubling from 1990 to 2010 (Brown & Lin, 2012).  

 Divorce is the epitome of adversity, particularly for middle-aged women, who, post-

divorce, often face what Clarke-Stewart and Brentano (2006) call “downward mobility” (p. 69) – 

a decreased standard of living, shifting social networks, changes in personal and parenting roles, 

and challenges to physical, mental, emotional, and financial health (Clarke-Stewart & Brentano, 

2006). For divorcées, the first years of life post-divorce may be fraught with challenges, 

characterized by grief, depression, embarrassment, and guilt, before a new equilibrium and a new  
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post-divorce identity provide relief (Määttä, 2011). In short, for divorcées like Nory and the 

other five participants, the first few years post-divorce are especially painful, a sentiment echoed 

by Atwood (1972) who wrote “divorce is like an amputation, you survive but there’s less of you” 

(Chapter 5, location 1, para. 4). In the post-divorce landscape, life is inexorably altered, 

resilience feels elusive, and many struggle to find confidence and self-worth in unfamiliar 

territory.   

Nature Programs Provide Hope 

 Divorced women tend to use social support systems, including formal and informal 

therapy, peer support, and family relationships, as coping mechanisms during the divorce process 

(Sakraida, 2005; Steenburgen, Richmond, & Christensen, 2001). In terms of coping with divorce, 

nature programs – those based on the concepts of adventure therapy – also function well as a 

compensatory modality (Berger & McLeod, 2006). However, studies that have considered how 

nature programs may contribute to resilience in middle-aged divorced women are scarce; and 

while women are becoming more prevalent participants in the outdoors, outdoor adventure in 

general is still seen as a male domain, with few programs tailored specifically for divorced 

women, or for women in the 40 – 60 age category (Boniface, 2006; Gray, 2018). Clearly there is 

a need to expand the knowledge of outdoor program design to include this previously-

underserved demographic.  

 Keeping the healing power of nature in mind, as part of my research, I incorporated a 

supportive group atmosphere into the design and delivery a multi-day off-grid nature program 

for six middle-aged divorced women. The divorcées were introduced to program elements that 

acted as disruptive factors, including: the outdoors element (being in an outdoors environment);  
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the physical element (physical exercise); the skills element (learning new skills); the social 

element (being in an unfamiliar group); the self-actualization element (learning about oneself); 

and the emotional element (experiencing difficult emotions). 

Thesis Structure and Overview 

 The literature review featured in Chapter Two provides a synopsis of resilience, and 

considers resilience in relation to women, divorce and outdoor programs. This chapter gives a 

view of resilience which situates its efficacy in relation to adversity and positive adaptation 

(Luthar & Cicchetti, 2000; Southwick, Bonanno, Masten, Panter-Brick, & Yehuda, 2014). The 

literature review points out the effects of divorce, and discusses the potential ameliorating effects 

of outdoor programs and resilience on the effects of divorce (Sakraida, 2005; Quinney & Fouts, 

2004; Berger & McLeod, 2006; Ewert & Yoshino, 2011; Revell, Duncan, & Cooper, 2013; 

Shellman & Hill, 2017; Beightol, Jevertson, Carter, Gray, & Glass, 2012; Harper, Norris, & 

D’astrous, 2014; Hayhurst, Hunter, Kafka, & Bayes, 2015). It also supports my assertion that 

there is a lack of studies considering resilience development in relation to outdoor programs and 

middle-aged divorced women.  

 Chapter Three of this thesis encompasses the research design. Narrative inquiry and 

action research methodologies were employed, and methods including observations, interviews, 

conversations, focus group interviews, and a resilience instrument, specifically The Resilience 

ScaleTM , were engaged in this study as a supplementary illustrative measure (Wagnild, 

2014;Gorard, Taylor, & Taylor, 2004). The resilience measurement instrument is a useful 

approach to examining the evaluation of the program effectiveness. Chapter Three also describes  
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data gathering methods, population, sample, recruitment, research setting, program design, field 

research logistics, and ethical challenges.  

 Chapter Four features the narratives for each of the six research participants, structured in 

accordance with narrative inquiry methodology outlined by Clandinin and Connelly (2000). The 

chapter also includes a detailed analysis of each participant’s resilience development resulting 

from the disruptive factors included in program design (Richardson, 2002), and outlines themes 

common to the group as a whole as a result of the weekend program. The chapter concludes with 

a discussion of the research findings.  

 Chapter Five summarizes the optimal program elements to be included in the program 

design, proposes a means to evaluate future programs, and provides six recommendations for 

successful implementation of future outdoor programs. Study limitations and implications for 

further research are also discussed, with emphasis on the opportunity for future studies to explore 

the possibilities of resilience transference (Neill & Dias, 2001).  

 This thesis aims to bring the experiences of middle-aged divorcées to the forefront, and to 

inspire a discussion about the need for essential advancements in outdoor program design to 

foster resilience. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 

 This literature review examines theoretical perspectives and recent research on the nature 

of resilience, divorce, and the healing essence of outdoor programs. It explores the intersection 

of these topics in the context of effecting individual well-being, and provides a framework for 

the research questions, which are “What elements must we include in a multi-day nature-based 

program that would encourage the development of resilience in middle-aged divorced women?” 

and “How can we best evaluate the effectiveness of this program, and ensure the program 

structure remains flexible and responsive to evolving needs of middle-aged divorced women?” 

Understanding and Defining Resilience 

Before we can proceed to examine how resilience may be enhanced in human 

participants, it is essential to obtain a working understanding of resilience, as resilience can be 

defined differently in the context of individuals, families, organizations, societies and cultures 

(Southwick, et al., 2014.) The current understanding of resilience emerged from the disciplines 

of psychology and psychiatry, anchored in Garmezy’s, Anthony’s, and Rutter’s studies of 

children of schizophrenics (Luthar, 2015), and a groundbreaking longitudinal study of 698 

infants born into poverty, initiated in 1955 on the Hawaiian island of Kauai (Luthar, 

2015;Werner, 1989). These studies uncovered phenomena in children, who according to Luthar 

(2015) displayed “surprisingly healthy adaptive patterns” despite their disadvantaged 

circumstances. Early resilience researchers  

were interested in analysing risks and the negative effects of adverse life events on children, 

such as divorce and traumatic stressors (abuse, neglect, and war, for example). These 

studies saw the emergence of terms such as ‘resilience’, ‘stress-resistance’, and  
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‘invulnerability’. Of the three constructs, resilience has become one of the most disputed 

(Manyena, 2006, p. 434. 

The nature of this dispute arises from the difficulty in agreeing on a definition of resilience, in 

identifying the determinants of resilience, and in understanding how to effectively enhance 

resilience (Southwick et. al, 2014.)  

The complexity of resilience and the potential to apply resilience knowledge in traumatic 

stress studies has stimulated unprecedented interest in resilience studies (Southwick et al., 2014).  

Early work in resilience produced an understanding that resilience was “either a pathological 

state or something seen only in rare and exceptionally healthy individuals” (Bonanno, 2004, p. 

20) – a position challenged by Bonanno who posited that resilience is more common than 

originally thought,  and that there are “multiple and sometimes unexpected pathways to 

resilience” (Bonanno, 2004, p. 20).  Studies have also shown that resilience can be enhanced 

through the exposure to challenging situations, such as those encountered in outdoor adventure 

programs (Ewert & Yoshino, 2011).  What is not clear is whether the increase in resilience 

influenced by the program is sustainable across other events in an individual’s life. 

Since resilience emerged as a concept in the psychology research literature, various 

definitions have been proposed, most of which revolve around the core concepts of adversity and 

positive adaptation (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013.) According to Luthar and Cicchetti (2000) 

adversity “typically encompasses negative life circumstances that are known to be statistically 

associated with adjustment difficulties” (p. 2), and positive adaptation “is usually defined in 

terms of behaviorally manifested social competence, or success at meeting stage-salient 

developmental tasks” (p. 2). Luthar and Cicchetti (2000) further explained that the measurement 
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of positive adaptation must be relevant to the level of adversity, for example “when there are 

serious life adversities such as exposure to war, the absence of psychiatric distress can be a more 

logical outcome than excellence in functioning at school” (p. 2).  

The literature is abundant with definitions of resilience, most of which are bound within 

the sphere delineated by the concepts of adversity and positive adaptation, yet the true nature of 

resilience remains enigmatic, and debates rage about whether resilience is viewed as a trait, 

process, or outcome (Southwick, et.al, 2014).  Furthermore, resilience may present differently in 

different areas of life, may be influenced by personalities and environmental contexts, and may 

change throughout a lifetime (Southwick et al., 2014). Masten, Best, and Garmezy (1990) 

proposed resilience is “the process of, capacity for, or outcome of successful adaptation despite 

challenging or threatening circumstances” (p. 425), while Neill and Dias (2001) identified it as 

the capacity for maintenance, recovery, or improvement in mental health following adversity. 

Werner (1993) described resilience as the capacity to adapt in a positive way to life’s challenges; 

Lifton (1993) asserted resilience is  the capacity for transformation and change, while Luthar 

posited resilience is a “process reflecting relatively positive adaptation despite experiences of 

significant adversity or trauma” (p. 742). Wagnild (2014), drawing on over thirty years of 

resilience research, defined resilience as “the capacity each of us has for growth and positive 

adaptation in spite of the constant barrage of stress we all feel on a daily basis” (p. 2).  

Wagnild (2014) further expanded the concept of resilience into five essential elements of 

resilience, the strength of which “will determine in large part whether you can respond to 

adversity in a positive way” (p. 12). These core elements include purpose (the driving force, or 

reason you exist); perseverance (often related to grit, or the persistence to keep going despite 



WOMEN, DIVORCE, RESILIENCE, AND OUTDOOR PROGRAMS 20 
 
difficulty); equanimity (a balanced view of life);  self-reliance (belief in self); and authenticity 

(being true to one’s self) (Wagnild, 2014).  The resilience core, according to Wagnild (2014) can  

be further strengthened and supported by the four pillars of resilience which include maintaining 

physical health, engaging in supportive relationships, striving for life balance, and engaging in 

the larger world context. This study draws upon these definitions for an understanding of the 

resilience concept, and uses Wagnild’s (2014) approach to identifying the core and pillars of 

resilience to provide an analysis of study outcomes. Moreover, the concepts of adversity and 

relative positive adaptation, critical in the essence of resilience, underpin this study, particularly 

when examining how an outdoor-based program can affect resilience in divorcées. 

 Resilience theories have proliferated in the last three decades, and while the more than 

one dozen theories currently in existence differ in specificity to populations or approaches used, 

they hold a commonality in acknowledging “resilience is a dynamic process that changes over 

time” (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013, p. 17). No one theory can be applied unilaterally across 

populations and circumstances, but the metatheory of resilience, drawing from theoretical ideas 

in physics, psychology, and medicine, comes the closest (Fletcher & Sarkar, 2013). According to 

Richardson (2002), the metatheory of resilience has experienced three waves of inquiry, resulting 

in the emergence of “intriguing areas of inquiry that explore personal and interpersonal gifts and 

strengths that can be accessed to grow through adversity” (p. 307). Resilience theory, in its first 

wave, produced the phenomenological identification of resilient characteristics, while the second 

wave expanded upon these qualities to generate a new definition of resilience as “the process of 

coping with adversity, change, or opportunity in a manner that results in the identification, 
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fortification, and enrichment of resilient qualities or protective factors” (Richardson, 2002, p. 

308).  

The third wave considered the innate resilience of individuals, combining the identification 

of resilient qualities with the resilience process, to identify the “motivational forces within 

individuals and groups and the creation of experiences [disruptions] that foster the activation and 

utilization of the forces” (Richardson, 2002, p. 308). The third wave of resilience theory provides 

a solid underpinning for this study, as it describes how we can help divorced women uncover the 

inner motivation which drives them towards self-actualization, ultimately promoting recovery 

from adversity. Greene, Galambos, and Lee (2004) expanded upon the resilience metatheory to 

describe resilience as a biopsychosocial and spiritual phenomenon which can be influenced by 

external environmental factors. This study builds upon Richardson’s resilience metatheory 

concepts to place the study within a theoretical context and to explore the interconnectedness of 

internal resilience qualities, the outdoor environment, and resilience enhancement in divorcées.  

The idea of resilience is related to a myriad of concepts relative to human character – to 

what makes up the human spirit, and what sees us through challenging and difficult times. 

Wheeler (2004) quoted Einstein as declaring “In the midst of crisis lies opportunity”, and crises 

such as divorce provide an impetus for growth and change. According to O’Leary (1998), 

psychologists have called for a movement away from a pathogenic emphasis with respect to life 

stressors, in favour of focusing on adversity as a means of personal growth. The idea of strength 

through adversity posits that people may respond to challenges by surviving, recovering, or 

thriving (O’Leary, 1998). The transformative nature of thriving, predicated on a profound life 

challenge like divorce, depends upon individual and social resources (O’Leary, 1998). 
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Personality factors such as hardiness and social support found in closer relationships (particularly 

associated with women), play a key role in the ability to thrive in the face of adversity (Gilligan, 

1982; Kobasa, 1979; O’Leary, 1998).  

A similar concept, the theory of posttraumatic growth (PTG), has gained popularity in 

recent years, as a means to explore the transformation people undergo in response to stressful, 

life-changing events (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). According to Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004), 

PTG is distinguished from resilience, in that PTG  

involves a movement beyond pretrauma levels of adaptation…[and] has a quality of 

transformation, or a qualitative change in functioning, unlike the apparently similar 

concepts of resilience, sense of coherence, optimism, and hardiness (p. 4). 

The position taken by Tedeschi and Calhoun (2004) is further clarified by Westphal and 

Bonanno (2007) who argued 

it is highly unlikely that individuals would engage in the kind of meaning-making 

 behaviors associated with PTG for the simple reason that they tend not to struggle to the  

 same extent as might other, more traumatised individuals (p. 420). 

But Bonanno goes  on to say that the study of resilience “might help the role PTG plays in 

adaptation to trauma” (p. 421). While the topic of PTG is still in its infancy, the debate will 

continue to rage over whether resilience is a precursor to PTG or a separate concept completely. 

 While this study focuses specifically on resilience, acknowledgement is given to the fact 

that “growth” – posttraumatic or not – is part of the desired outcome. This growth may be 

facilitated by an understanding of the Lazarus stress theory, which in greatly simplified terms, 

explains that stress results not from a particular event, but from an individual’s perceptions of 
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that event (Krohne, 2001). By examining a traumatic, stressful life event (divorce) from a 

different perspective (facilitated through an outdoor adventure), the study participants may be 

given the opportunity to discover new strategies for coping with the stress of divorce (Krohne, 

2001). Furthermore, Lewin’s theory of change management (Cummings, Bridgeman,& Brown, 

2016), the transformative and transtheoretical learning models (Moore, 2015), and the 

Experiential Learning Theory model (Kolb & Kolb, 2009; Kolb & Kolb, 2012; Akella, 2010) 

provide guidelines to the change process.  

 Lewin’s theory of change management, regarded as “the classic or fundamental approach 

to managing change” (Cummings, Bridgeman, & Brown, 2016, p. 33) outlines change as three 

steps: unfreeze, change, and refreeze. In order to incorporate new divorce trauma management 

strategies into divorcées’ lives, it may be necessary to evoke the “unfreeze” and “change” steps, 

which may be facilitated by the outdoor adventure. Experiential Learning Theory, which focuses 

on the active involvement of the learner in the learning process, is based upon six premises 

encompassing these concepts: that learning is a process, not an outcome; that learning draws 

upon the learner’s internal resources, beliefs, and ideas in order to  assimilate new concepts; that 

learning involves internal conflict between thinking/ feeling and reflection/action; that learning is 

holistic; that learning is influenced by a person’s environment; and that learning involves the 

creation of knowledge (Kolb & Kolb, 2012). Similarly, because the transtheoretical and 

transformative learning models both underpin the idea that transformative change is a process – 

one that relies upon the participants’ readiness to change, progresses in a non-linear fashion, and 

involves critical self-evaluation – the outdoor adventure setting is ideally situated to facilitate 

this process (Moore, 2015).  
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Resilience and Women  

 Women and men experience resilience development differently, which may be linked to 

the “socio-ecological context that can promote or inhibit resilient processes" (Portnoy et al., 

2018). Simply put, an individual’s environment plays a significant role in resilience development 

(Ungar, 2013). According to Smyth and Sweetman (2015), “gender inequality is linked to and 

expressed through gendered social, economic and political roles, with the result that women’s 

lives and experiences are quite different and distinct from those of men. This has profound 

implications for women’s resilience” (p. 409). Resilience development for women is affected by 

their access to physical, social, cultural, and other resources; and while women are not 

intrinsically more vulnerable than men, vulnerability can be rooted in gender inequality, thus 

affecting resilience (Smyth & Sweetman, 2015).  

  Gender also plays a role in the specific context of resilience development in women 

participating in outdoor programs. Overholt and Ewert (2015) noted that females and males 

developed resilience differently, and posited that the salience of gender roles in outdoor program 

structure and presentation may provide an explanation. According to Overholt and Ewert (2015), 

their study found greater resilience development in women participants, and  

 suggests that cultural norms such as machismo may play a role in the males being 

 unwilling to risk failure in front of their peers. Because participation in an  outdoor 

 adventure course may be considered outside the norm of typical feminine gender roles 

 or femininity, the act of enrolling and participating in such a course may ultimately be 

 more effective in promoting resilience in female participants. Likewise, if a course 

 emphasizes the sharing of emotions and communication as an important element of the 
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 outdoor adventure experience, this may be productive in the resilience development 

 of male participants (p. 52). 

 In a similar study, Beightol, Jevertson, Carter, Gray, and Gass (2012) concluded that 

female participants showed greater resilience development after participating in an outdoor 

program compared to male participants, and theorized that females were more willing to leave 

their comfort zones. This suggests that removing gender barriers in outdoor programming, and 

providing women with opportunities to explore new boundaries can have positive effects on their 

resilience.  

Resilience and Divorce 

The relationship between divorce and resilience has been studied primarily with a focus on 

resilience of children in divorced families, with little attention given to the experiences of the 

divorcing wife (Frisby, Booth-Butterfield, Dillow, Martin, & Weber, 2012).  Divorce is part of 

our relationship landscape, as illustrated by the Government of Canada’s website, which cites 

statistics showing a national divorce rate in 2008 of nearly 41%, and a prediction that 40.7% of 

marriages will end in divorce before the thirtieth wedding anniversary (Government of Canada, 

2019).  In addition, according to Brown and Lin (2012), the “grey divorce” phenomenon is 

gaining traction, with the divorce rate for adults age 50 and over more than doubling between 

1990 and 2010. Statistics Canada (2011) reported 21.6% of women and 18.9% of men in their 

late 50s were divorced in 2011, compared to 6.9% of women and 6.2% of men in 1981. The 

reality of divorce in Canada highlights the need to give voice to a growing sector of the divorce 

demographic.  
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Studies also show that there is little question that divorce is a form of trauma, with 

negative outcomes for divorcing spouses that include physical and psychological effects  – 

specifically depression, distress, and intimacy issues (Amato, 2000; Frisby et al., 2012).  

Amato’s (2000) research shows that although some divorces may result in an improvement in 

well-being (particularly if the marriage was high-conflict), adults and children from divorced 

families score lower overall on indicators of well-being.  Divorced individuals face disruptions in 

parent-child relationships, economic hardship, disharmonious relationships with former spouses, 

and other spinoff  hardships such as a change in residences (Amato, 2000). 

 Sakraida’s (2005) examination of divorce in midlife women categorized divorced women 

into decider status groups including initiator (the person who decided to end the marriage), the 

non-initiator (recipient of the decision to end the marriage) and mutual decider (shared decision 

to end the marriage.)  The study found that while initiators experienced less grieving and more 

emotional well-being post-divorce than non-initiators, all three decider status groups experienced 

distress, a sense of failure, and suffered from the stigma of a failed marriage (Sakraida, 2005).  

Divorce, no matter who initiates the event, is disruptive and traumatizing; yet according to 

Sakraida (2005) optimism, a component of resilience, offers some relief throughout the life-

altering transition. In a 2004 study of adults participating in divorce workshops, Quinney and 

Fouts uncovered a link between divorce, group support, and resilience, but did not find 

conclusive correlations between the participant’s age or gender and resilience. Quinny and Fouts 

(2004) further clarified their findings, when they noted “a large majority of participants in this 

study were within a narrow age range (42-47 years), thus limiting the ability to examine the 
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effect of age on divorce adjustment” (p. 65), and called upon further research to expand our 

understanding of divorce and resilience.     

Divorce and Support Groups 

 In a study of divorce support groups, Øygard, Thuen, and Solvang (2000) identified 

common therapeutic factors found within support groups, including catharsis, universality, and 

cohesiveness. In a similar study, Øygard (2001) noted that the factors of catharsis (the emotional 

release prompted by the sharing of personal information for perhaps the first time), and 

cohesiveness (feeling safe and accepted within a non-judgmental group) were particularly 

prevalent amongst women divorce support group members. Øygard et al. (2000) found that 

catharsis  

was the factor that most often was related to improved well-being among participants in 

divorce support groups…[and] that catharsis and cohesiveness were interrelated since the 

members often reported that the groups represented a safe, supporting, and accepting 

milieu where they could talk about their inner feelings without feeling stupid (p. 151).  

 Øygard (2001) further noted the role of universality (the knowledge that your experience 

is not unique) was also significant for women in divorce support groups, and pointed out 

“professionals and the informal support system can show empathy, but only those who know the 

problem can understand the feelings, thoughts and reactions one goes through” (p. 153).  

 These concepts of catharsis, universality, and cohesiveness within a supportive group 

atmosphere played an important part of the weekend adventure experience. 
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Resilience and Nature-based Programs 

 Resilience-building nature-based adventure programs which incorporate the healing 

power of nature are built upon ancient concepts of therapy (Berger & McLeod, 2006).   

Anchored in these concepts, adventure therapy evolved to address authority issues specific to 

youth and adults, and expanded into more mainstream therapeutic practices within the fields of 

medicine, environmental psychology, developmental psychology, and the burgeoning field of 

ecopsychology which  examines the beneficial connection between humans and nature (Berger & 

McLeod, 2006; Beringer & Martin, 2003.) The trend towards recognizing the positive effects of 

nature-based programs has initiated debate in the literature: What is adventure therapy? How do 

we harness the power of nature to ultimately foster learning and personal development? 

 Adventure therapy. 

 There is no universal agreement on terminology or definitions for outdoor-based 

therapeutic programs, and adventure therapy appears in the literature variously as wilderness 

therapy, wilderness experience programs, and outdoor experiential therapy (Ewert, McCormick 

& Voight, 2001; Russell, 2001; Davis-Berman, & Berman, 2008).  

 According to Ewert, McCormick, and Voight (2001), adventure therapy “refers to 

therapeutic interventions that utilize experiential and risk-taking activities, that are both 

physically and emotionally challenging, and usually involve an outdoor setting” (p. 108), and is 

distinguished from wilderness therapy, which places more emphasis on primitive conditions in 

wilderness contexts, requiring participants to adapt to unfamiliar challenges. Beringer (2004) 

noted that “adventure therapy is a form of psychological intervention which relies on activities 

with managed risk, deliberately selected by the therapist, which the client perceives as 
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adventure” (p. 53). Outdoor experiential therapy, on the other hand, is an umbrella term referring 

to 

 a treatment modality which utilizes or emulates an outdoor setting or natural environment 

 for the purposes of rehabilitation, growth, development, and enhancement of an 

 individual's physical, social and psychological well-being through the application of 

 structured activities involving direct experience (Ewert, McCormick, & Voight, 2001, p. 

 109).  

 Russell (2001) contrasted wilderness therapy with wilderness experience programs 

(WEPs), noting that WEPs are a broad field encompassing wilderness therapy. WEPs, according 

to Friese, Hendee, and Kinziger (1998) “are organizations that conduct outdoor programs in 

wilderness or comparable lands for purposes of personal growth, therapy, rehabilitation, 

education or leadership/organizational development” (p. 2). Some notable WEPs include 

Outward Bound and the National Outdoor Leadership School, which strive for character 

development and maturity via outdoor experiences (Russell, 2001). Wilderness therapy, 

according to Russell (2001) is a more formalized WEP, with emphasis on a theoretical basis, 

incorporated psychotherapy practices, and measured outcomes.   

 Regardless of their differences, these definitions share a commonality of risk, challenge, 

and personal growth, usually in an outdoor setting. What is notable in the various discussions, 

however, is the difficulty in encapsulating what is meant by “nature”, or understanding the role 

that nature plays in the success of nature-based interventions. In many instances the role of 

nature is simply assumed, with little attention given to how nature contributes to positive mental 

and physical health (Beringer, 2004).   
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 The power of nature. 

 Beringer and Martin (2002), recognizing a gap in the literature regarding the role of 

nature, argued that the emphasis in adventure therapy has traditionally rested upon the tenets of 

psychotherapy and psychology, and called for a paradigm shift from anthropocentric to 

ecocentric to recognize nature’s restorative powers. Numerous studies support this approach. 

Frumkin (2001) noted the therapeutic possibilities offered by interaction with plants, animals, 

landscapes, and wilderness experiences, and remarked that “contact with nature might be an 

important component of well-being” (p. 234).  A study conducted by Revell, Duncan, and 

Cooper (2013) noted that being outside, the opportunity for reflection, and being part of a group 

who are sharing the outdoor experience were  helpful aspects of outdoor programs. A study of 

the relationship between trees and human health conducted by Donovan et al. (2013) suggested 

that a loss of trees corresponded to an increase in mortality related to cardiovascular and 

respiratory illness. Mantler and Logan (2015) wrote  

 a recent meta-analysis found that a higher level of nature connectedness (also called 

 nature connectivity, nature relatedness) is positively associated with vitality, positive 

 affect and life satisfaction. Other studies published post-analysis have shown that higher

 scores are negatively correlated with lower anxiety and anger (p. 6).  

 There is considerable discussion in the literature regarding how nature provides this 

positive effect. Frumkin (2001) for example, pointed to the deep-seated evolutionary relationship 

between humans and the natural world, and wrote  

 for the great majority of human existence, human biology has been embedded in the 

 natural environment. Those who could smell the water, find the plants, follow the 
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 animals, and recognize the safe havens, must have enjoyed survival advantages. 

 According to biologist E.O. Wilson, “It would...be quite extraordinary to find that all 

 learning rules related to that world have been erased in a few thousand years, even in the 

 tiny minority of peoples who have existed for more than one or two generations in wholly 

 urban environments.” Wilson hypothesized the existence of biophilia, “the innately 

 emotional affiliation of human beings to other living organisms.” Building on this theory, 

 others have postulated an affinity for nature that goes beyond living things, to include 

 streams, ocean waves, and wind (p. 235).  

Mantler and Logan (2015) pointed out  

 ancestral experiences and evolutionary processes continue to influence the brain in ways 

 that may escape conscious awareness by contemporary adults. It is becoming increasingly 

 evident that the 2.2 million years our genus has spent in natural environments are 

 consequential to modern mental health (p. 5).  

 This acknowledgement of the relationship between positive mental health and nature has 

sparked new interest in studies aimed at understanding how to leverage nature for personal 

development (Vakoch & Castrillón, 2014).  Ewert and Yoshino (2011) used the nature-based 

approach to specifically examine resilience in relation to short-term adventure-based 

experiences, finding that resilience is positively affected by participation in such programs, while 

studies by Neill and Dias (2001), and Blum (1998) emphasize the importance of compassionate, 

caring leadership, and the social support aspect of outdoor programming.  
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 The literature unquestionably supports the notion that outdoor-based programs can and 

do support resilience development, but there is a lack of studies that examine resilience 

specifically in middle-aged divorcées. For example, Shellman and Hill (2017) documented the 

beneficial effects of outdoor programs on resilience in college students with a mean age of 21.5 

years, while Beightol, Jevertson, Carter, Gray, and Gass (2012) explored resilience in fifth-grade 

Latino students.  Harper, Norris, and D'astous, (2014) chronicled the positive effect of an 

Outward Bound program on Canadian male and female veterans aged 20 – 77, with the majority 

aged mid 20’s to mid 40’s. Hayhurst, Hunter, Kafka, and Boyes (2015) studied 63 male and 

female participants with a mean age of 16.55 who took part in a 10-day voyage around New 

Zealand, and noted that “findings reveal that participants experienced increased resilience from 

the first to the last day of the voyage and that increased resilience was maintained five months 

following the voyage” (p. 49). While these studies have undoubtedly advanced our 

understanding of resilience in relation to outdoor programs, very little has been written about the 

effect of these programs to middle-aged divorced women. This study introduced divorcées to the 

healing power of nature, investigated the effects of this experience on resilience, and provided a 

cornerstone for future programs aimed at helping divorcées navigate the post-divorce landscape.  
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Chapter Three: Research Design 

Paradigmatic and Methodological Framework 

 This study follows a constructionist epistemology which considers individual contexts in 

developing an understanding of the surrounding world (Kalof, Dan, & Dietz, 2008). These 

concepts fit well with the study’s intention to examine through story the lived experiences of 

divorcées participating in nature-based programs.  The study is grounded primarily in the field of 

qualitative research, which according to Kalof and Dan (2008)  

focuses on how people make sense of their settings and experiences through symbols, 

social roles, identities, and other elements of culture and why people think and act as they 

do. The emphasis in qualitative research is on individuals’ own interpretations of their 

experiences and studying what they say and do in detail (p. 80). 

More specifically, the study utilizes narrative inquiry and action research methodologies, a 

resilience scale questionnaire measurement instrument, interviews, observations, on-line and 

telephone discussions, and focus group methods. 

Methodology  

Narrative inquiry and action research. 

  Narrative inquiry, the primary approach to this study, focuses on lived and told stories of 

study participants and provides a “way of understanding experience” (Clandinin & Connelly, 

2000, p. 20). According to Clandinin, Caine, and Steeves (2013) 

 People shape their daily lives by stories of who they and others are and as they interpret 

 their past in terms of these stories. Story, in the current idiom, is a portal through which a 

 person enters the world and by which their experience of the world is interpreted and 
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 made personally meaningful. Narrative inquiry, the study of experience as story, then, is 

 first and foremost a way of thinking about experience (p. 43). 

 The aim of the narrative inquiry approach was to allow each participant’s story about 

divorce and resilience to be told, and input into effective resilience-enhancing program structure 

to be discussed and evaluated. Deeper understanding of the participants’ stories was gained 

through the three dimensions of narrative inquiry, including the setting of the stories, the 

participants’ personal and social interactions, and their past, present, and future experiences 

(Clandinin, 2006). The intention of the inquiry was to construct a storyline for each participant, 

which incorporated their experiences surrounding divorce, well-being, and outdoor programs, 

prior to, during, and after the outdoor experience, and parlay this information into the 

examination of the study’s research questions, ultimately resulting in a program design that 

benefits divorcées.  

The narrative inquiry approach was contextualized within a broader action research 

approach. According to Herr and Anderson (2005), action research is inquiry “done by or with 

insiders to an organization or community, but never to or on them” (p. 4). Action research has an 

overarching purpose of transcending the description and analysis of knowledge generation 

associated with more traditional approaches, in favour of working in partnership with study 

participants to enact change (Somekh, 2005).  The interdisciplinary nature of action research  

draws upon a narrative style, in which the researcher is able to “reflect on the research process as 

well as the findings” (Herr & Anderson, 2005, p. 2).  

 Wicks, Reason, and Bradbury (2008) eloquently compared action research to “making 

the road while walking” (p. 18). This metaphor is particularly fitting for this study, as the study 
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literally included physical movement (walking or hiking) along with the more cerebral tasks of 

program (road) design, informed by the participants themselves. Given (2008) described action 

research as a flexible methodology that supports change, and noted “the outcomes of action 

research are both practical and theoretical: the knowledge it generates has a direct and ongoing 

impact on changing practice for participants and on a wider audience through its publications” 

(p. 2). Using action research-influenced aspects, this study includes divorcées in designing 

positive changes in their lives, and contributes to a wider knowledge of divorce, resilience, and 

outdoor programs.   

Methods. 

 Qualitative data gathering and analysis was combined with a supplemental resilience 

measurement in this study.  

 Qualitative data in the form of narrative inquiry into the lived experiences of the divorced 

women undertaking a wilderness experience was gathered through three rounds of in-depth semi-

structured interviews. These took place pre- and post-adventure (prior to the participants’ arrival 

at the adventure location, and after their return to their regular lives), via telephone and Skype. 

The interviews were audio recorded, and transcribed using the online service TranscribeTM. The 

participants were also asked to do daily reflections in a journal format while partaking in the 

outdoor adventure, a copy of which I obtained at the end of the adventure. I chose a semi-

structured question format to allow for respondents to elaborate freely on key areas of interest 

related to divorce, resilience, and the outdoor experience, while providing structure to guide the 

process (Gill, Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick, 2008).  Although the interactions are termed 

“interviews”, using a narrative approach required that I be a listener rather than interrogator and 
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allow the participant to be a storyteller, rather than an interviewee. This approach allowed for 

flexibility in the data gathering process, and enabled the participants to call forth meaningful 

experiences in a holistic manner (Holloway & Jefferson, 2011). 

 Excellent quantitative data gathering and analysis resources exist in the format of 

quantifiable resilience scales, and previous studies in the area of resilience combined with 

outdoor experiences have used these scales with good results (Ewert & Yoshino, 2011; Wagnild 

& Young, 1993).  Although generally used in studies with larger sample sizes, the resilience 

scale measurements gave the study an illustrative baseline reference to measure resilience before 

and after the outdoor experience, and added to the depth of the qualitative interview data 

(Wagnild & Young, 1993).  While the focus of the study was not quantitative, the pre and post 

adventure resilience scale measurements compensated for the lack of a control group in any 

quantitative analysis.  According to Scrutton and Beames (2013), if a large sample size is not 

possible “a quasi-experimental research design that uses a pre-test and post-test in effect uses the 

treatment group as the control by testing it before it undertakes the intervention” (p. 16).  

 Wagnild and Young’s (1993) 14-Item Resilience ScaleTM (RS-14TM ) measure was 

employed to help illustrate the effect of the outdoor adventure experience on each individual 

participant’s resilience, and provide an illustrative measurement in terms of pre- and post-

adventure.  The resilience measurement was particularly useful in examining the second research 

question, which is “How can we best evaluate the effectiveness of this program, and ensure the 

program structure remains flexible and responsive to evolving needs of middle-aged divorced 

women?”  
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 Qualitative interviews, built upon a narrative inquiry framework, captured the complexity 

of the outdoor experience’s effect on resilience, as expressed in the words of the participants 

themselves (Clandinin, 2006). Ewert and Yoshino’s (2011) study of resilience and adventure-

based experiences used mixed methods as part of an effective strategy to address their research 

questions.  Ewert and Yoshino (2011) found that a quantitative resilience measure was useful in 

answering two of their quantitative research questions, but the phenomenological nature of the 

third research question regarding participants’ experiences was best addressed with qualitative 

interviews.   

 The study was further refined and evaluated using a follow-up focus group discussion. 

According to Liamputtong (2011), focus group methodology is 

useful in exploring and examining what people think, how they think, and why they think 

the way they do about the issues of importance to them without pressuring them into 

making decisions or reaching a consensus (p. 7).  

A focus group was useful in understanding the varying viewpoints about the design and efficacy 

of the outdoor program. It allowed for an in-depth understanding of how the outdoor program 

was perceived, provided insights into the similarities and differences of the varying backgrounds 

of the participants, and examined how this variance affects program perception (Liamputtong, 

2011; Gill, Stewart, Treasure, & Chadwick, 2008).   

My Role as Researcher  

Designing and implementing this research required me to draw upon my personal 

experience with outdoor activities. I have participated in multi-day off-grid backpacking, hiking, 

and horseback riding expeditions in Canada, Nepal, and Europe; competed in a multi-day 1000-
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kilometer horse race in Mongolia; and ridden horses in the Ecuadorean Andes, in the 

Drakensberg Mountains of Lesotho, and on the Wild Coast in South Africa. I have supplemented 

this practical experience with professional outdoors education, including certifications in 

wilderness first aid, interpretive guiding, and hiking field leadership. I also experienced my own 

traumatic divorce in 2015, which has given me a unique insight into the post-divorce world of 

middle-aged women.  

Using my personal experiences as a foundation, my role as researcher in the narrative 

process was to gather the stories of the participants using interviews, recorded and written 

reflections, and personal observations. Narrative inquiry situates the researcher within the 

research, and as such, necessitates collaboration between researcher and participants, so that 

participants become active within the research (Cresswell, 2006). Narrative inquiry marries the 

roles of observation and participation: the relationship between the researcher and the 

participants facilitates learning and changing by both parties (Pinnegar & Daynes, 2006).  It was 

imperative to collect information about the context of the participants’ stories; to consider the 

participants’ personal experiences with divorce and outdoor adventures; to draw forth participant 

insights into the role of resilience in divorce recovery; and to situate the participants’ experiences 

with respect to time and place. The stories were gathered, analyzed for key elements considering 

time, place, and scene, and then rewritten in a chronological sequence which reflected the 

participants’ journey through the pre- and post-adventure resilience landscape (Ollerenshaw & 

Cresswell, 2002).  
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Data Gathering 

 Data gathering took place over several months, from the point of contact with the 

prospective participants in early October 2018, to the final online and email discussions with the 

six participants in late December 2018.  

Interviews. 

An interview guide was developed (see Appendix A) which gathered key demographic, 

divorce, and outdoor experience information, and provided a platform which encouraged the 

sharing of participants’ divorce and coping strategies.  The guide was structured to include open-

ended questions that elicited stories, to avoid “why” questions (which may lead to 

intellectualization), and to allow room for follow-up questions using the respondent’s order and 

phrasing (Holloway & Jefferson, 2011). A similar guides was developed for the participant field 

research journaling exercise (see Appendix B).  

Focus group data was gathered post-adventure with the same study participants, using 

GoToMeeting, an online meeting platform that allowed group discussion (see Appendix C for 

focus group interview questions). This method was chosen because a virtual focus group 

interview format enjoys several advantages over more traditional settings: it is relatively 

inexpensive; data can be collected simultaneously from the participants regardless of their 

geographic locations; and individual inhibitions of the participants may be decreased, which may 

yield more pertinent feedback from the divorcées during the process (Gaiser, 2008; Liamputtong, 

2011). This format encouraged interaction among the participants, and assisted in the 

clarification of the participants’ points of view and feedback on the adventure (Liamputtong, 

2011). To add an element of objectivity, the study employed a neutral third-party as moderator. 
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The focus group session was audio recorded, the files were transcribed using the online service 

TranscribeTM, and analyzed for themes.  

Resilience scale measurement instrument. 

 Normally used as a quantitative tool, The Resilience ScaleTM , developed by Wagnild and 

Young (1993),was incorporated in this qualitative study, to add depth to each individual 

narrative, and helped shed light on program evaluation. Created in 1987, The Resilience ScaleTM 

has been used worldwide, translated into 37 languages, and is being used to successfully gauge 

resilience in youth, young and middle-age adults, and elderly populations (Wagnild, 2013).  In 

developing The Resilience ScaleTM, Wagnild and Young (1990) identified five essential 

characteristics of resilience, including purpose, perseverance, equanimity, self-reliance, and 

authenticity. These characteristics are considered the core of resilience, and “strengthening the 

core will enable a person to exhibit a very healthy resilience response to adversity” (Wagnild, 

2013, p. 152). The Resilience ScaleTM was the preferred instrument for this study, as “most 

[other] assessment instruments for middle-aged and older adults focus on problems such as loss, 

fear, anxiety, depression, confusion, and so forth” (Wagnild, 2013, p. 157), whereas The 

Resilience ScaleTM provides “the opportunity to talk about their own goals or focus on their 

strengths and positive aspects of their lives” (Wagnild, 2013, p.157).  

An electronic copy of the 14-Item Resilience ScaleTM  (RS-14TM ) (Appendix D) was 

emailed to the participants pre- and post-adventure, to add depth of understanding to the effect of 

the program on participants’ resilience.  The participants recorded their responses, and returned 

them electronically, which provided the basis for this supplemental quantitative analysis. Each of 

the participants’ RS-14TM questionnaires were manually scored using Wagnild’s (2016) The 
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Resilience Scale User’s Guide for the US English Version of the Resilience Scale and the 14-

Item Resilience Scale (RS-14), and coded according to the participants’ responses for each of the 

14 questions, which correspond to the five resilience core elements of purpose, perseverance, 

equanimity, self-reliance, and authenticity (Wagnild, 2014) (see Appendix E).  

Recruitment, Population, Sample, and Research Setting 

Recruitment. 

 To choose participants for the research study, I contacted organizers and moderators of 

meetup.com divorce support groups and hiking groups located in western Canada (see Appendix 

F for a sample contact letter). I also contacted the organizer of a divorce support group located in 

a western Canadian city. Working with the organizers/moderators of these groups, I constructed 

invitations for divorced women to participate in this study (Appendices G and H).  According to 

Greenebaum (2012), meetup.com provides convenient access to target groups for academic 

studies, and allows the potential study recruits to participate without feeling pressured to do so. 

Meetup.com also provides excellent access to purposive recruitment and easy access to group 

organizers through the contact functionality (Lai, 2014).  

Population.  

The inclusion criteria for the research program specified the participants needed to meet 

the following criteria: be female; be between the ages of 40 and 60 at the time of recruitment; 

have been granted a divorce within the last five years; be interested in hiking/snowshoeing and 

learning backcountry skills (basic navigation, equipment, emergency skills); be willing to 

participate in the study; and be able to transport themselves to the field research location at 

Radius Retreat, approximately 2.7 kilometers north of Radium Hot Springs, British Columbia. 
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The age range was chosen as representative of “middle age” – a time of life when some women 

undergo tremendous metamorphoses related to physical aspects of aging, reprioritizing of life 

goals, and evolving family and career roles (Sakraida, 2005.)   

Sample. 

The sample group consisted of six divorced women ranging in age from 41 to 58, with a 

mean age of 50.8. Although a larger sample size may have increased external validity, a small 

sample size enhanced manageability (Bickman & Rog, 2009). The sample size was also 

appropriate in this study, with its emphasis on the search for meaning, richness, and 

understanding. According to Malterud, Siersma, and Guassora (2015) “ the more information the 

sample holds, relevant for the actual study, the lower amount of participants is needed” (p. 

1754.)  

I initially thought I would have difficulty in attracting three to five qualified participants, 

but received over 50 responses to my post within the first week of recruitment. This necessitated 

a selection process, where I scrutinized each applicant’s personal data and divorce experience, 

prioritized the applications based on suitability to the project, and conducted telephone selection 

interviews with twenty qualified prospects (see Appendix I for selection interview guide) to 

arrive at the final six participants.  

During the selection process, it was also necessary to succinctly define what was meant 

by “divorce.” A number of respondents indicated they were separated, and were in the process of 

divorce, but hadn’t received a divorce judgement. One promising candidate had not been legally 

married, but had been in a common-law relationship for 11 years, and had recently ended her 

relationship with her common-law spouse. While it was understandable that the divorce process 
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itself is fraught with trauma, and the experiences of separated but not yet divorced participants 

may have contributed to the research, the study parameters clearly indicated that the participants 

needed to be divorced. This was clarified to mean that a divorce order had been signed by a 

presiding judge, and for divorces obtained in British Columbia and Alberta, the mandatory 31-

day waiting period had expired (Legal Services Society, 2019; Government of Alberta, 2019.) In 

the case of common-law marriage, the law in Canada varies from province to province, but the 

two western provinces (Alberta and British Columbia) for example, hold similar views that two 

people existing in a marriage-like relationship have the same rights, benefits, and responsibilities 

as married spouses (Centre for Public Legal Education in Alberta, 2013; Legal Services Society, 

2014). No divorce judgement is necessary in the case of common law breakdown, but property 

rights, spousal support, and parental custody arrangements are subject to similar legal guidelines 

as traditional divorce (Province of Alberta, 2014). Furthermore, common law-type relationships 

are increasing in Canada, as illustrated by Statistics Canada (2016), who reported that “in 2016, 

over one-fifth of all couples (21.3%) were living common law, more than three times the share in 

1981 (6.3%)” (p. 7). In recognition of this growing trend of common law-type relationships, this 

study therefore includes participants who were in common law relationships as defined by their 

province of residence, and who subsequently ended the relationship as evidenced by a definitive 

division of mutually owned property, or parental custody and/or spousal support arrangements.  

The six participants were chosen from the twenty qualified applicants, and these women 

were invited to participate in a three-day two-night “Wilderness Skills Weekend” in the Rocky 

Mountains, in the Columbia Valley area of British Columbia (BC).  While this three day 
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experience formed the core of the study, as described previously the study incorporated many 

other points of communication over a period of approximately three months. 

Research Setting and Location 

The structure of the adventure was based upon an optimal design for future programs, 

and to encourage participation the adventure took place over a weekend, commencing on a 

Friday afternoon and concluding on a Sunday afternoon in late November 2018.  

The general location for the adventure was the Columbia Valley, BC, a 248-kilometer-

long valley located between the western side of the Rocky Mountains and eastern side of the 

Purcell Mountains (Columbia Valley Chamber of Commerce, 2019). The Columbia Valley was 

an ideal research study location, as it offers abundant outdoor adventure options (which 

facilitated program design), relatively mild winter climate, and proximity to larger urban centres 

in Alberta (which facilitated recruitment.)  

The original field research was to have taken place during a three-day and two-night 

backpacking trip to Diana Lake,  which is located in the Brisco Range, on the northwest 

boundary of Kootenay National Park in BC. The Diana Lake trail is rated as easy to moderate, 

with a 600-meter elevation gain over a distance of approximately 6.2 kilometers from the 

trailhead, which is located approximately one hour’s drive from Radium Hot Springs (Cameron 

& Gunn, 1998). The Diana Lake Teahouse is a popular hiking destination in the summer months, 

and would have provided an ideal challenge for the research participants; however, the timing of 

the field research (late November) meant that mountain trails were no longer safely or feasibly 

accessed with a novice group of hikers. 
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An alternate site was chosen for the field research location: Radius Retreat, a privately 

owned 1000-acre eco-resort located 2.7 kilometers north of Radium Hot Springs, BC on the 

western face of the Rocky Mountains adjacent to Kootenay National Park. Established in 2016, 

Radius Retreat features seven modern, off-grid, insulated, and woodstove-heated yurts, capable 

of sleeping between three and five guests each in rustic comfort (Radius Retreat, 2019). The 

heated yurts were an important factor, as the field research took place in late November in the 

Rocky Mountains when temperatures can drop to -15 °C overnight. In addition, Radius Retreat 

offers over 10 kilometers of marked trails with moderate elevation gain, and links to trails in 

Kootenay National Park, which provided challenging yet feasible hiking for the participants.  

Field Research Logistics  

Equipment, meals, and insurance. 

 The participants were asked to provide personal equipment typically required for a 

backpacking excursion, including sleeping bags, clothing, hiking equipment, and personal items 

(see Appendix J), but were able to borrow items from my personal inventory if necessary. I 

ensured that optional items, like snowshoes and navigational equipment, were available. Meals, 

including two suppers, two breakfasts, two lunches, and snacks were personally provided by me 

and prepared in advance.  A special events liability insurance policy was obtained through an 

insurance broker, which covered the weekend activities at Radius Retreat.  

Instruction and program support. 

 I enlisted the services of my partner, a highly-trained ex-military outdoor skills instructor, 

to help design and deliver the weekend program. Our daughter and her partner provided support 

during navigation and skills exercises. My role during the field research weekend was to be a 
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facilitator, host, and researcher. I observed each participant as she engaged in group discussions 

and participated in the exercises, and took notes as unobtrusively as possible to maintain the 

participants’ sense of comfort. Whenever feasible, I hiked with the participants, and joined in 

conversations about resilience, divorce, and the weekend program.  As described previously, 

such interaction, observation, and reflection is in keeping with the narrative inquiry approach. 

Transportation to research site.  

The participants transported themselves to Radium Hot Springs, and as directed, arrived 

at 4pm on Friday, November 30, 2018. After introductions, the group drove 2.7 kilometers north 

of the village of Radium Hot Springs to Radius Retreat, parked in the designated parking lot, and 

hiked in to the yurt locations, approximately one kilometer from the parking lot. 

Accommodations configuration.   

The participants divided themselves into two groups of three, with three participants 

sharing one yurt. Once they had settled into their respective yurts, the group gathered at the 

larger yurt, which served as accommodation for myself and my partner, a classroom space for 

skills lessons, and our dining hall for the weekend. A weekend schedule was distributed 

(Appendix K), supper was served, and the group gathered around the outdoor campfire for an 

informal discussion prior to turning in for the night. 

Program Design 

Program design was based upon event planning, risk management, and group 

management guidelines established by the Interpretive Guides Association, and the Outdoor 

Council of Canada (Interpretive Guides Association, 2014; Outdoor Council of Canada, 2017). 

The design was refined to incorporate principles of risk management outlined by Harper and 
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Robinson, (2005), which include identifying industry needs, clearly defining and outlining 

program goals, identifying desired skill and competency outcomes, using field experience to 

bolster competence, and utilizing qualified instructors to deliver the program. 

During the weekend, the participants engaged in theoretical and practical skills exercises, 

including navigation, fire building, and hiking. Informal visiting and group time was also 

scheduled during the evenings. The participants were given navigation challenges over the 

weekend, which involved orienting themselves using maps and compasses during practice hikes 

on the Radius Retreat property. They used their new skills to plan and execute a hiking 

experience on the final day of the weekend, navigating across the Radius Retreat property to join 

with hiking trails in Kootenay National Park, and eventually arriving at the Radium Hot Springs 

Pools. Five of the six participants (one participant departed directly after the hike) accessed the 

Radium Hot Springs spa facility, swam in the hot springs pool, and were then transported back to 

Radius Retreat to retrieve their vehicles and travel home. 

Arrangements for Emotional Support 

Due to the sensitive nature of the research discussion topics, there was the potential for 

the participants to experience emotional discomfort throughout the research experience. The field 

research team was briefed on this possibility, and strategies such as helping the participant who 

may be experiencing discomfort to feel safe and understood, were discussed and agreed upon. 

The participants were made aware that counselling services were available through a counselling 

referral service, at the end of the weekend, at their own cost. Any counselling relationship 

established, and any conversations arising from the relationship, were not part of this research.  
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Ethical Challenges  

In accordance with the Tri-Council Policy for ethical research involving human 

participants, the consent process, privacy and confidentiality, and possible conflict of interest 

concerns were considered in the research design.    

Consent was voluntary and informed, with special emphasis given to ensuring the 

participants acknowledge that an element of risk is inherent in any outdoor activity.  Consent 

forms and waivers of liability in the case of injury were signed prior to the adventure program 

(Appendices L, M, and N.) Participants were required to show proof of medical insurance which 

covers outdoor activities like trekking and camping. 

Since the information collected may be identifiable to the participants, measures were 

taken to protect the privacy of the participants. Pseudonyms were employed, and any identifying 

characteristics (such as occupational information, or place of residence) were removed from the 

data. All data collected electronically was stored in password-protected files, and hard copies of 

data were stored in a locked cabinet located in my home office. Confidentiality waivers were 

signed by all program assistants (Appendix O).  

As a researcher conducting narrative inquiry, I became part of the participants’ stories 

and actively involved the participants in the research, a reality that posed its own ethical 

considerations. I became cognizant that both the participants and I learned and changed in the 

process, and was prepared to be reflective of my own background (Cresswell, 2006). To 

facilitate this, I maintained a practice of reflective journaling throughout the inquiry process, and 

measured my awareness through regular discussions with trusted advisors.  
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Clandinin and Connelly (2000) identified concerns arising from the interpretive-analytic 

cycle of moving from field texts to research texts, and noted that “a researcher in an intimate 

relationship with a participant does not want the research document to be hurtful to the 

participant” (p. 135).  This concern was uppermost in my mind as I collected the participants’ 

stories, and as I became something of a confidante through the research process. I was both 

greatly honoured to bear witness to the participants’ journey through their experience, and very 

aware of the responsibility to “get it right” – to construct a narrative that would honour their 

narratives, without causing harm. I felt deeply obligated to ensure that each participant knew 

exactly what she was consenting to, and gave them the opportunity to withdraw from the study 

until one week after the focus group interview. Although this study was approved by the Royal 

Roads University Research Ethics Board, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) noted  

thinking about ethical approvals as meeting the university ethical guidelines for human 

subjects, although technical, detailed, and legalistic, does not, however, allow us to 

consider relational issues, which in narrative inquiry, underpin the entire inquiry process 

(p. 171).  

I found myself trying to imagine life from my participants’ perspectives: how would I feel if my 

story were to be recorded and interpreted, even if I had consented to the process? Keeping in 

mind that the overarching purpose of this research is to design programs that facilitate resilience 

and to help women overcome divorce trauma, I certainly didn’t want to start off the journey by 

causing more harm than good. Bold (2012) argued  

informed consent is a phrase often used in ethical guidelines. In reality, many participants 

in narrative research will not understand the full implications of consent. Researchers are 
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often unsure about the impact of the research since the content is unknown until a 

participant shares a narrative that has an impact on the process and analysis (p. 58).  

I made each participant aware, both verbally, and in writing, that her story would become part of 

this thesis, may be used in future articles, and would be used to inform program design for future 

offerings. This in itself could not guarantee that the participant would not have a change of heart 

in the future, but at least provided a basis on which to develop an open and honest level of trust 

between researcher and participants. In discussions with the participants before, during, and after 

the research weekend, each participant identified that being part of the research, and contributing 

to knowledge that would help others in the future, was a prime motivator for participation. This 

is in line with Bold’s (2012) position that “ an ethical researcher will seek to balance the 

potential for harm against the benefits from the outcomes of the research for the participants and 

others they represent” (p. 57).  

 The research design, including the narrative inquiry, action research, focus group 

methods, combine with the resilience scale measurement tool, yielded rich data, the details of 

which form the next chapter.  
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Chapter Four: Research Findings, Analysis, and Discussion 

“A checkerboard of strengths and scars” (Blum, 1998, p. 9) 

 Using the narrative inquiry approach to examine each narrative individually, this chapter 

highlights each participant’s story, from their journey through the divorce landscape, to their 

experiences with the outdoor program, the interaction between the participants and researcher, 

and the program’s overall effect on their resilience. Since this study focuses on the intersection 

of resilience with nature-based programs and divorce in middle-aged women, it is important to 

consider where each participant came from prior to joining the study: no two divorces are alike, 

outdoor experiences (or the lack thereof) can affect people in a multitude of ways, and levels of 

resilience can vary widely based on numerous factors as discussed in Chapter Two. Narrative 

inquiry is employed as a means to gain deeper insight into the lives of each participant, and 

although prominently featured in this chapter, this methodology extended to all conversations 

between myself and the participants during the data gathering stage. An analysis of findings 

revealed through each inquiry follows the women’s stories.  

    Each participant brought unique life stories to the table, yet common themes emerged, 

revolving around the core components of resilience, including purpose, perseverance, 

equanimity, self-reliance, and authenticity (Wagnild, 2014).  In addition, the six participants 

overwhelmingly emphasized the importance of the social support element of resilience 

development that was fostered within the outdoor program (Neill & Diaz, 2001). Each 

participant was initially attracted to the program for a variety of reasons but stressed the sense of 

acceptance and security they felt in knowing they were in the company of others who understood 

their experiences, specifically those related to divorce. This finding came as no surprise, as the 
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social support facet of resilience development stresses that although resilience can be 

strengthened in isolation, finding a support group can greatly augment resilience development 

(Neill & Diaz, 2001; Blum, 1998). The 2001 study conducted by Neill and Diaz also highlighted 

the importance of compassionate and caring leadership in outdoor adventure programs designed 

to foster resilience development.  

It was with this in mind that I went to great lengths to ensure the weekend program 

provided a safe and caring atmosphere for each participant. Having experienced my own 

challenging divorce, I was especially aware of the need to conduct the research with the utmost 

of compassion. It was therefore rewarding to hear that each of the six ladies felt like they “had 

won the lottery” by securing a place in the weekend program, with one participant in particular 

feeling like the universe had answered her prayer. 

The six participants and their stories of divorce, outdoor programs, and resilience are as 

follows: 

Abby 

 When Abby first contacted me, she was 58 years old, had been in a common-law 

relationship with her ex-partner for eleven years and had recently gone through a “very stressful 

and nasty separation” and relationship termination which left her having to completely rebuild 

her life. I was initially hesitant to include Abby in the study, since she hadn’t experienced a 

divorce in the same way two legally married spouses may have, but further discussion with Abby 

and a review of the divorce laws of Canada (see Chapter Three) made me reconsider Abby as a 

research participant. Abby and her ex-partner had cohabitated since 2005, had purchased a house 

together, and had been emotionally and financially committed to each other in much the same 
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way legally married spouses are. The breakdown of their relationship involved legal agreements 

similar to a regular divorce, with a severing of ties and division of assets.  

The trauma suffered by Abby in her relationship breakdown was significant, and the 

more I corresponded with Abby, the more compelling her story became. When I asked Abby 

what had first caught her attention about the research opportunity and why she was keen to 

participate, she replied that she was “kind of healed” from the trauma of her relationship with a 

narcissistic and abusive ex-partner, and was “in a good place” and ready to give back; but more 

in-depth conversations revealed that Abby was still feeling a significant amount of pain. I felt 

that she would not only make a fascinating research participant, but also benefit from a weekend 

experience in the mountains with a like-minded group.  

Abby and her ex-partner began their relationship in 2005 when they were both in their 

late 40s. Since his job required long distance travel for extended periods of time, they both made 

a commitment to be open and honest about relationship matters, mutually agreeing to be 

transparent with each other if they were attracted to someone outside of the relationship. When 

they decided to purchase property after being together for approximately six years, they had 

discussions about what sacrifices would be required to shoulder the additional financial 

responsibilities: Abby would “hold the fort down” at home, working at her job in the city, while 

her ex-partner worked away as the main breadwinner.  

Abby recalled she “settled into [her] life” until November 2015, when her mother’s  

health crisis required her to travel across the country to be at her mother’s side. Once the health 

crisis was over and her mother was in recovery, Abby flew back home to resume her regular life, 
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only to discover via social media that her ex-partner was exhibiting suspicious behaviour. Abby 

recounted her discovery: 

The next morning I remember, you know I’m all comfortable, Mom’s okay, [ex-partner] 

is home, and [I] put my feet up on the coffee table, open up Facebook type of thing. I see 

he’s got a new friend – I call her Chiquita banana, just that was my name for her, I forget 

her name even. You know, a skimpy girl in a bikini with boobs hanging out, and all her 

friends are men. So yeah, “What the hell’s going on here?” He’s kind of “Oh, I thought it 

was my ex-wife’s sister.” The girl had long dark hair, quite young and you know, of 

course I started looking for pictures of his ex-wife’s sister, completely did not look alike. 

But anyway. 

 Abby remembered that a few weeks before her discovery, she had told a friend how she 

felt she could completely trust her ex-partner, but she acknowledged to me that “there were 

probably a lot of red flags I chose to ignore.” This initial discovery of her ex-partner’s online 

activity prompted Abby to search for more details. She remembered confronting her ex-partner 

about the woman on social media: 

And then he started calling me names, like the bad names, I’m sure you’ve heard them 

all, like a cunt and a whore, and this, that, and the other thing. Just right away his hackles 

are up, he did not want to talk about it and he went out…And that was the beginning of a 

long year of BS. 
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Abby made many attempts to find a means to discuss the relationship problems but 

continued to find evidence of “several instances of a completely hidden life”. When she 

confronted her ex-partner, the verbal and emotional abuse escalated to physical abuse: 

So one night he came home, comes in the door and tells me he’s going to kick my teeth 

in. Then he throws the big – we had a big square coffee table, [he] flips that over. I had 

started smoking cigarettes again because I just couldn’t take it. So I flipped all that, there 

were ashes everywhere, then he just got up and went up to the dining room and started 

chasing me around the dining room table, and I said to him “If you touch me, I’m calling 

the cops.” He kicked me so hard from behind that I hit my vagina. So I called the cops. 

Even though the police responded to the call and encouraged Abby to charge her ex-

partner,  Abby declined. She was haunted by thoughts of what people would think of her, but 

said “In retrospect, I would charge him in a heartbeat.” The abuse did not stop and escalated to 

the point where Abby regularly hid in her bedroom. One morning, as Abby prepared for work, 

her ex-partner threatened to pour hot coffee over her head as she was asking him questions. As 

Abby relayed this memory, she began to cry: 

And of course I’m throwing questions at him, it was – crazy, they were crazy days. All I 

wanted was some answers, and he was calling me crazy. So he held his cup of coffee 

over my head. And that was my breaking point. I drove to work sobbing. I walk in there, 

they thought I’d lost my kids. Anyway, so yeah, and then he denied it, like he denied it to 

my face that he did that. I said, you know everything you’ve done, that was it that broke 

me, that I felt like a, you know, like a prisoner. 
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Abby finally moved out in early January 2017, using her credit card to pay for rent, until 

she and her ex-partner were able to sell their house. During this time, Abby dealt with the death 

of her father, with whom she had rekindled a relationship after a lengthy estrangement from both 

parents. Abby’s mother was an alcoholic and her father had left the family when Abby was 

young, and it was only when her father’s new wife left him in his 70s that he and Abby 

reconnected. Abby recalled her father’s death: 

I heard him die on the phone. Like, he supported me that whole year. That was the closest 

we’ve ever been, and I talked to him about everything. He was there for me for the first 

time in my life. And I listened to him die on the phone. 

Although they had a worked on a separation agreement, Abby soon realized that her ex-

partner had not fully disclosed an accurate financial picture, and was manipulating details to his 

benefit. It wasn’t until Abby did some investigative work of her own that she discovered her ex-

partner had completely lied about his finances, and was attempting to fabricate circumstances so 

that Abby owed him money in the settlement. After $7000 in legal fees, Abby had reached the 

point where she could no longer afford a legal battle with her ex-partner, and decided to settle for 

her share of the house proceeds. She reached out to her ex-partner, attempting to smooth the exit 

from the relationship: 

I said to him “Let’s go for a final dinner. Let’s stop all this bullshit, let’s say goodbye like 

adults. Let’s not talk about any of this stuff.” Because I couldn’t do that anymore. So he 

agreed and we went to OJ’s. So we’re just in there, you know, talking about the weather, 

blah blah blah, and all of a sudden he lowers his voice and looked at me and he goes 

“You don’t deserve a fucking thing, you fucking cunt, now stick that up your ass and let 
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it go up and tickle your brain, you fucking cunt” or something like that, right? But this is 

how he talked to me in the restaurant. Oh yeah, and then he’d go on as if I was the one 

who was crazy. 

The contact with her ex-partner since the separation has been minimal; there has been 

little reason to have any communication, and Abby has blocked him from contacting her. Abby 

and her ex-partner didn’t have children together, but each had children from former 

relationships: Abby has two grown daughters, three grandchildren, and her ex-partner has two 

sons, one of whom committed suicide a few years ago. Her relationship with her daughters has 

remained stable through the separation, although one of her daughters was close to her ex-partner 

and Abby felt “a little betrayed because she didn’t realize how bad it really was.”  

Abby felt she was coping well after the separation, but one week prior to our first detailed 

conversation, she had a chance encounter with one of her ex-partner’s friends in a public place, 

and related to this person some of the details of her ex-partner’s abusive behaviour. Abby 

recalled: 

I couldn’t believe this is coming out of me like two years later, we hadn’t seen each 

other, but that was his best friend, and then I came home. I wept because I gave over my 

control to this guy who’s going to pass it on to [my ex-partner]. 

In terms of coping strategies, during the “dark days” of her abuse, Abby sought help from 

her family doctor, who referred her to a mental health clinic, where they commended her “for 

going in, for being brave enough.” The clinic suggested Abby seek support from a local family 

counselling centre, but she found the eight- to ten-week waiting period for an appointment at the 
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clinic dismaying. The clinic staff in turn referred her to a women’s emergency shelter, where she 

began informal therapy with an empathetic volunteer, who met with her weekly for nearly a year, 

and gave her the support she needed to leave the relationship. 

Abby also turned to self-help modalities: drumming, meditation, and finally hiking. She 

found the drumming helpful while still in her relationship, noting it improved her focus, but felt 

the real healing came when she started hiking in 2016 with a local hiking group: 

But the hiking, that really changed my life. I was meeting people from all kinds of walks 

of life, getting over fears of heights, and just having a good time. And the views that I 

would see, and all that.  

 As her physical fitness improved, she became more confident in her ability to keep up, 

and found herself summiting a local peak as a season finale. When we first discussed her 

participation in the weekend program, she noted that walking on a trail facilitated healing, in that 

it’s easier to open up, relax, and share; and it was with this in mind that she expressed her desire 

to be part of the weekend research group, to be able to give something back, to let others know 

that there’s life after a bad divorce or split. 

 Abby arrived at the designated meeting location on the Friday of the wilderness weekend 

in a carpool with three other participants – Lisa, Nory and Kerry – and by the time they arrived, 

the group had bonded over shared stories of their experiences with divorce and outdoor pursuits. 

This was the first time I had met Abby face-to-face, but we had an instant rapport, based on our 

earlier conversations.   
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Abby easily settled into the weekend group dynamics and activities, and because she had 

been hiking since 2016, interacted with the other participants in a mentorship-type manner. This 

didn’t surprise me, as Abby had indicated early on in our conversations that she was interested in 

giving back, in sharing her knowledge and experience for the benefit of others. I noticed that she 

was frequently situated in the middle of the group, offering anecdotes and observations, and 

when asked what she most enjoyed about the weekend program, she identified meeting the other 

participants, feeling supported, feeling a lack of judgement, and being comfortable enough to 

“talk about our various experiences that got us to the retreat” as the best parts of the program. 

Although the weekend program wasn’t specifically designed to include discussion of the 

participant’s divorce experiences, there were plentiful informal, rich conversations that took 

place around the campfire on the first night, and throughout the weekend – on the trails, over 

meals, and before and after the instructional skill sessions.   

When asked what had challenged her the most, Abby replied that she realized during the 

weekend that she was not yet healed from her relationship trauma: 

Well, I guess for me, it was really talking about everything that happened in the break-up, 

the long, very long, ugly breakup of my relationship. I’ve been on my own for two years 

now, and basically thought I was over a lot of it…I hadn’t released a bunch of stuff, I just 

held it in because of my reaction towards him, and then being able to talk about the 

experiences I went though. I found that challenging. I can feel even right now I’m still 

emotional about it. So I don’t know that I’ve overcome that. So I guess that’s still a 

challenge. 
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Abby related that she enjoyed the navigation lessons, but also found them challenging. 

Although she had been hiking for a couple of years, she had always hiked with a group who had 

provided the navigational expertise, and the weekend experience made her realize that navigation 

is an essential hiking skill that every hiker should practice. I was struck by one of Abby’s 

revelations about navigation, as it seemed to be a metaphor for her experience with relationships, 

since she had relayed to me earlier that she had been in dysfunctional relationships for most of 

her life:  

I never pay attention to where I’m going. I’m always, you know, walking and talking, 

and it made me realize I really need to know how to find my way around. 

Abby’s navigation knowledge was put to the test on the final day of the weekend. 

Working in groups of three, with Abby, Nory, and Kerry in one group, and Lisa, Leah, and 

Lesley in another, each group was challenged to develop a plan for leading the group on a four-

kilometer hike on moderately challenging trails. Once a plan had been developed and agreed 

upon, each participant took turns in leading the group to our destination. Abby assumed the 

leadership role for the first leg of the hike, and although we headed in the correct general 

direction, found ourselves on a different trail than the one Abby had intended. In reflecting upon 

this experience, Abby noted that even though she had made a navigational error, she was 

appreciative of the opportunity to learn in a safe, supportive environment “as it is true that it is 

by trial and error that one learns.” In dealing with the challenge, she had realized that “one must 

use all tools available, as there [is] not always [just] one way to accomplish something.”   

Abby’s weekend experiences and revelations reflect personal development situated 

within the core components of resilience. Her realization that it’s okay to make a mistake, that 
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one doesn’t have to “go it alone”, and that it’s okay to ask for help are advancements in self-

reliance, one of the five fundamental elements of resilience, identified by Wagnild (2014) as 

purpose, perseverance, equanimity, self-reliance, and authenticity. Contrary to what the term 

implies, self-reliance does not mean doing everything in isolation;  rather, it is invoked in the 

decision to seek information and resources for one’s self, to “collect the information, analyze it 

for yourself, and make decisions that affect you” (Wagnild, 2014, p. 106).  In addition, Abby 

identified her main motive in attending the weekend event as wanting to give back to her 

community. This desire calls forth the element of purpose; Abby has been able to channel a 

traumatic experience into a powerful means to move forward in her life. As a component of 

resilience, purpose pulls us forward, acts as a driving force, and helps us find meaning in the 

most brutal of circumstances (Frankl, 1992).  

Abby completed two RS-14TM questionnaires; one approximately one month prior to the 

weekend outdoor experience, and one approximately one week after the weekend event. Her 

score was identical in both measurements, with 93 out of a possible 98, indicating that she has a 

high level of resilience. According to Wagnild (2014), people who score between 91 and 98 on 

the RS-14TM typically find life purposeful, even in the face of adversity; have weathered many 

storms, and understand they have the capacity to do so again. Given that Abby’s weekend 

experiences illustrated purpose and self-reliance, it is not surprising that she consistently scored 

at the highest level on the questions that corresponded to these categories. Although the RS-14TM 

is used in this study as a supplemental illustration only, it helped to emphasize Abby’s resilience 

core development and strengths.  
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In her feedback, Abby emphasized that the weekend was an incredible experience, and 

that she felt comfortable sharing and learning with the group. She suggested incorporating more 

informal “women time” with the participants – a chance to share more of their stories, as she 

found this aspect truly beneficial, if challenging.  

Lisa 

Lisa, age 50, was referred to this study through a divorce support group. Lisa and her ex-

husband separated in 2015, and finalized their divorce in 2016, but as of late 2018, were still 

negotiating a parenting and custody agreement for their 15-year-old son. When I asked what had 

attracted her to the study, Lisa replied that she had led somewhat of a sheltered life prior to her 

divorce, and that “the last four years were brutal.” She was keen to get some experience in the 

wilderness and outdoors in general, connect with others who had undergone a similar experience, 

and learn about how to build resilience. 

Prior to their divorce, Lisa and her ex-husband were married for 26 years; they had been 

together since Lisa was 19, until their separation in 2015 when Lisa was 46. They have two sons, 

aged 15 and 20. When I asked about the circumstances surrounding the divorce, Lisa replied that 

the decision to divorce was “probably mutual” and that 

there were some things going on and he wasn’t willing to look at anything, and said we 

didn’t have any problems. Wouldn’t go for counselling or anything, and I just couldn’t 

keep on going the way we were, so I think it was mutual. 

 A bit further into the conversation, however, Lisa revealed that her ex-husband had been 

unfaithful: 
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It was very painful though; he had been having an affair. And then he had involvement 

with another woman starting up. So everything was very painful, but we decided to keep 

it as amicable as possible at the time.  

Lisa and her ex-husband chose to keep the divorce proceedings harmonious, completing 

much of the divorce paperwork themselves. Even though they were able to do the divorce 

without legal assistance, however, they were now involving lawyers to deal with the co-

parenting and custodial arrangements for their 15-year-old son, who currently resides with his 

father in the United States. Lisa has seen her son infrequently since he’s been gone: 

He’s been gone just over two years – two years and three months, I guess, about there – 

and I’ve seen him seven times. They were applying for their US permanent residency 

status, so during that time frame, they weren’t allowed to leave the United States. So the 

first year he was gone, I went down four times, and then he’s been back here twice, and 

then in August, I drove down and spent a week with him there.  

The parenting agreement between Lisa and her ex-husband has been challenging to deal with. 

Lisa had agreed to let her son live with her ex-husband, but “didn’t agree to be removed from all 

the decision making and everything else”, and felt that her ex-husband is “acting like I’m not in 

the picture anymore in terms of any parenting role.” 

 When I asked Lisa how the divorce has affected her financial well-being, she shared that 

she is the “paying parent,” in that she provides child support for her 15-year-old son. She has a 

good job, which she at first said hadn’t changed, but then went on to explain that the severe 

depression she experienced because of the divorce necessitated a year’s leave of absence from 



WOMEN, DIVORCE, RESILIENCE, AND OUTDOOR PROGRAMS 64 
 
work. She received disability benefits, and was able to return to work, but took an annual pay cut 

of about $12000 per year: 

Then when I went back to work two years ago, I had been a supervisor over a number of 

staff, and I didn’t want to go back and do that anymore. I just felt like I just wanted a job 

where I could focus on my own work and not oversee a team for a while. I didn’t feel like 

I had that in me at the time. So I was really super fortunate that I’d worked in the 

department for, well, now it’s been 17 years, so my previous boss offered me a new 

position within our department working with her in a role where I was going to be just 

doing my own work. And it was a pay cut, of about $12,000 a year. So yeah, it definitely 

has affected my finances. 

She has been able to remain in the family home, as she purchased her ex-husband’s share, but 

has had to assume a higher debt load to do so.  

 Lisa was proactive in reaching out for support throughout her divorce experience. After 

the separation, she sought the services of a psychologist she had been seeing prior to her divorce, 

and continued this professional relationship for the next four years. Lisa was also fortunate to 

have a “great family doctor, who was very supportive,” and because she was on disability 

benefits, she was required to participate in rehabilitation programs that prepared her for her 

return to full-time work. She found the divorce support program shortly after her separation, a 

program she described as “wonderful, and a real anchor for a while.” She attended the program 

for over two years: 
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I actually went to [the divorce support program] for five different semesters, but each 

time it was sort of a new group, and [different] dynamics; and I was also at a different 

place each time, and got something different out of it.  And yeah, about a year ago, I 

decided that I was ready to graduate from [the program]; but through [the program 

providers], they have other classes as well. They offer a boundary class that’s really 

good. So now I’m on my second semester of boundary. 

Prior to the wilderness weekend, Lisa hadn’t had the time for a lot of hiking. She had also 

been prescribed anti-depressants during her divorce, resulting in weight gain, and although she 

has since lost some of the weight, felt she wanted to lose more, and was ready to devote more 

time to her physical fitness. She was “excited and nervous” prior to attending, feeling the 

outdoor experience was something that would be out of her comfort zone.  

Lisa carpooled to the meeting place on Friday afternoon with Abby, Nory, and Kerry. My 

first face-to-face meeting with Lisa reinforced the image I had conjured during our phone and 

email conversations: Lisa was a person who had gone through a personal hell, but was coming 

out the other side, and was looking forward to new horizons. She was kind, courteous, 

appreciative, attentive, and fit in well with the other five participants. She demonstrated great 

diplomacy and tolerance by agreeing to share a yurt with Lesley, who admitted up front to the 

other participants that she snored. During the informal discussion around the campfire Friday 

night, Lisa emphasized that she didn’t have a lot of hiking experience, but was determined to 

participate to the best of her ability. She was looking forward to learning more about resilience 

and how to incorporate it into her life.  
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 It was interesting to observe Lisa during the navigation lecture on Saturday morning. As 

the participant with the least prior exposure to outdoor pursuits, some of the finer technical 

points were somewhat advanced for her – something that Lisa later reflected on: 

I did appreciate the skill level [of the instructor] very, very much, and I did find that 

probably the navigation piece was maybe more than I needed in that depth, but I’m not 

sure how you can teach some of it without going into that depth…because I know I felt 

lost through some of it, and then my mind started to wander a little bit. 

 Lisa persevered, however, and enthusiastically participated in the navigation exercises on 

Saturday and Sunday, which involved  hiking on the trails at the retreat. She found the physical 

aspect of the exercise daunting, if rewarding: 

The Saturday, I guess, I did find some of the elevation and incline to be my biggest 

challenge, but then once I got to the top, it was amazing. And then there’d be enough of a 

rest and a plateau, and a decline for a while, and all of a sudden another incline; but I’d 

had a break…to be quite honest, Saturday night I thought “If Sunday is the same, I’m not 

sure if I can do it.” But then Sunday morning - the hike was beautiful on Sunday. 

Lisa also found inspiration in her “yurt mates” Lesley and Leah, who offered non-

judgmental encouragement throughout the weekend: 

And I think the things that helped me overcome it, were a few things, and honestly, one 

of the biggest was the understanding, and the encouragement, and whatnot, particularly 

from my two yurt mates…they were just awesome, and we just visited, you know, if I 

was a few feet behind, they didn’t mind. They waited up, and we just chatted, and at one 
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point, I apologized for feeling like I was slowing them down, and they told me to just 

stop it.  

Lisa went on to add that she had called upon the inner strength and physical fitness she 

had been cultivating since her divorce: 

And I think also another thing that helped me overcome it was reminding myself, and 

telling myself…that a year and a half or two years ago, I could not have done what I did 

that weekend. And so that saying from the cigarette commercial, you know, “You’ve 

come a long way, baby,” was in my head. And I thought, “Yeah, I have.” And then also 

Sunday morning when I wasn’t sure if I could actually do it, I thought, “Yeah, but what if 

I could? What if I actually could, and I missed out on it?” And once we got to the highest 

point of our Sunday hike, that’s how I felt. I thought, “Hey, if I had backed out, I 

wouldn’t be experiencing how beautiful it was up there, and being part of the group.” 

Feeling like I conquered something I’ve never done before. 

 Lisa’s determination to keep going despite the strenuous hiking challenge is an indication 

of perseverance, one of the core components of resilience (Wagnild, 2014). Cultivating 

perseverance requires an acknowledgement of struggle and difficulty, and an evocation of 

persistence and passion, often referred to as grit (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & Kelly, 

2007). Lisa’s grit propelled her forward even though the going got tough. She called forth her 

reason to persevere (the desire to not miss out on the experience); recalled past successes to 

bolster her determination; and applied self-discipline to carry through.  
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 Lisa also demonstrated development of self-reliance throughout her weekend experience, 

Self-reliance, according to Wagnild (2014) is 

freedom from undue influence and control by others over your emotional, physical, 

spiritual, social, and economic needs. It’s the hard-won knowledge that you’re capable, 

competent, and resourceful and leads to an “I can do this” mindset and strong self-

confidence. 

Lisa’s gain in self-reliance is related in part to her self-discipline, and to her willingness to meet 

the physical and mental challenges of the hike, which in turn boosted her self-confidence. She 

also highlighted an important aspect of self-reliance, in her receptivity to accepting outside 

support from her hiking and yurt mates. Wagnild (2014) stressed enlisting supportive people as 

an essential strategy for building self-reliance, and a study by Ewert and Yoshino (2011) 

emphasized social support as “ inevitably important for [program participants] to overcome 

adverse conditions and perhaps to better gain a sense of resilience in themselves” (p. 44).  

 Lisa’s completed her first RS-14TM  approximately three weeks prior to the adventure 

weekend. Her score of 68 out of a possible 98 indicated her resilience was somewhat low, and 

predicted the possibility that she was experiencing some depression and anxiety. She was likely 

to be struggling, but she still retained some sense of optimism and was working to resolve issues 

in her life (Wagnild, 2014). Lisa’s second RS-14TM  was completed approximately two weeks 

after the adventure weekend, and showed an increase to 76, indicating a moderate level of 

resilience. According to Wagnild (2014), people experiencing moderate levels of resilience 

“reported that while they are satisfied in general, many aspects of their life are not 
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satisfactory…[y]ou can see the good things in your life if you work at it but tend to dwell on the 

things that aren’t going well” (p. 226).  

Lisa’s most significant increases in the core components of resilience, according to her 

RS-14TM  scores, occurred in self-reliance, perseverance, and purpose. Her answer to the RS-

14TM  question “I can get through difficult times because I’ve experienced difficulty before” (an 

indication of self-reliance) on the first RS-14TM  indicated that she had a neutral response, while 

her answer on the second RS-14TM  indicated a stronger agreement. She also increased her 

agreement to  the questions “I am determined” (perseverance), and “my life has meaning” 

(purpose). These improvements in resilience were further illustrated by Lisa herself, in the post-

adventure focus group discussion. When asked how the program helped her gain confidence, 

Lisa responded 

Yeah, I felt like it really did do that for me. I felt like it was kind of a…safe and 

encouraging atmosphere in the whole weekend…and because it was something that was 

out of my comfort zone, and I had never done before, I really felt like it was, yeah, 

something that would encourage me definitely to do it again. And kind of a launching 

board almost to just start trying some of these things, and just get out there more, and be 

more physically active in the outdoors. And then I also kind of felt like, not specific to 

the outdoors, but just in general, having done something like that, that was outside my 

comfort zone, was a confidence builder. And just a general encouragement of trying new 

things and stretching my horizons…I feel like now I’m just figuring out who I am, and 

what I want to be, and what I want to do, and all of that, for the rest of my life.  
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With her last statement “I’m just figuring out who I am,” Lisa demonstrated authenticity – the 

ability to be true to oneself (Wagnild, 2014). Lisa’s suggestions to improve the program included 

giving the participants some advance information, especially for the technically-heavy 

components like navigation, and to incorporate some unstructured time for the participants, 

giving them a chance to share their stories and to learn more about resilience in practice.  

Kerry 

Kerry emailed me early in the recruiting process, introducing herself as a 57-year-old 

recently divorced amateur hiker who was ready for a challenge. She was attracted to the study 

because being outdoors and close to nature made her feel whole, and she had set her sights on 

hiking the Pacific Crest Trail, something that had been on her bucket list for the last three years.  

Kerry separated from her ex-husband in September 2017 after 26 years of marriage, and 

their divorce was finalized in 2018. She had just received her divorce certificate in the mail one 

week prior to our initial conversation; the divorce certificate arrived in the same week that Kerry 

and her ex-husband would have celebrated their 27th anniversary. Kerry had also discovered that 

same week that her ex-husband was in another relationship: 

I’m going to be honest; the last couple of days were a bit of a struggle because, like, I just 

found out my ex is now with another woman. That’s tough. And rough. Ironically, our 

27th anniversary was last week. I received my divorce certificate in the mail last week, 

and I found out he’s with another woman. It was like triple whammo. 

 The emotion was evident in Kerry’s voice as she related this to me, even though she 

made great efforts to come across as nonchalant and sanguine. As I got to know Kerry over the 
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adventure weekend, I came to see her as a woman determined to get back on her feet and climb 

to new heights, despite the emotional pain and blow to her self-esteem precipitated by her 

divorce experience.  

 Kerry, originally from the east coast, moved to western Canada when she was in her late 

teens, and settled in the small town where she met her ex-husband, a man whose family had lived 

in the community for generations, and still had strong ties to the area.  They married in 1991, 

when Kerry was in her early 30s, and became parents to two children, a daughter and a son, who 

in 2018, were ages 25 and 23 respectively.  

 Kerry and her ex-husband had experienced some significant communication challenges 

throughout their marriage, and her ex-husband’s reticence contributed to the relationship’s 

demise. When I asked Kerry for more detail, she revealed that “that was one of our main issues 

in our marriage; he’s not a communicator. So I could never talk to him about anything.” This 

lack of communication carried over to her ex-husband’s relationship with the children. Kerry 

related: 

That’s a tough one as well, because my ex is just so closed off. So there’s, like, even no 

communication with the kids, you know. Like he was a coach, he loves sports. So that 

was the connection and bond that he had with the kids. But as far as, like, you know, 

sitting around the home having a conversation, like, “How was your day?” or “How are 

you feeling?” There was never that. Like, he was just so closed off.  

 Kerry spoke with some emotion about the dream she had, and what she thought married 

life would be like, and the guilt, shame, and regret she felt when her marriage dissolved: 
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Yeah, well, I found it very emotional. I found that I carried a lot of guilt, shame, just in 

the fact that even though I know the relationship wasn’t going anywhere, I had a vision 

27 years ago that life was going to be a great kind of thing, right? And I was going to 

marry this man and we’d have children; we were going to have a little house, a picket 

fence, you know, and live happily ever after. And so there’s a lot of regret that that didn’t 

happen. And so I feel guilty that I brought children into the world, and didn’t give them, I 

guess, what I believe they deserve. 

When I asked who initiated the separation and divorce, Kerry responded that “we both 

knew that we weren’t going anywhere,” but acknowledged that the separation and her ex-

husband’s request for a divorce came as somewhat of a shock: 

I would have preferred to work at it, where he was, yeah, not wanting to work at it. So it 

was one-sided, but it was still mutual because we both knew it wasn’t going anywhere.  

After the separation, Kerry deeply grieved the loss of the vision and hope she’d had for 

her married life. She recalled weeks where she barely slept, saying “I don’t think I slept for two 

weeks. Like, clearly, I did not sleep for two weeks. I was just, like, I could not sleep.” To distract 

herself from the devastation of the breakup, she focused on her routine. She chose to move out of 

the family home, and concentrated on the excitement of setting up a new residence. She also 

enrolled in some continuing education courses, focusing on her self-development. She recalled 

this strategy, saying 

I just really focused on me, as opposed to focusing on my hurt feelings I guess. But in 

hindsight, I’m wondering if that’s not why, right now, a year later, I actually feel more 



WOMEN, DIVORCE, RESILIENCE, AND OUTDOOR PROGRAMS 73 
 

emotional than I did a year ago. Because maybe, maybe partly I suppressed, you know? I 

was going around, you know, “I’m fine. I’m fine. I’m fine. I’m fine. Life is wonderful.” 

You know, kind of denial, maybe. 

Kerry chose to forgo counselling and did not seek outside support while she navigated 

through her divorce, even though her lawyer highly recommended counselling when Kerry and 

her ex-husband first separated. She expressed a reluctance to engage in therapy, as she had 

experienced severe depression for 25 years, and had only recently managed to discontinue using 

anti-depressants. She recalled her experience with depression: 

I was medicated for 25 years with severe depression, but I weaned myself off. I’ve been 

med-free for five years now. I’m totally fine, like, the depression is not there. But if I was 

to attribute what was causing my depression, it was my unhappiness, because we were 

never happily married. And I just kept shoving it, shoving the feelings down, shoving the 

feelings down, and not dealing with it. And then, you know, of course you go to a doctor, 

well, you know, there you go. “You’re – oh – you’re just depressed.”  

Instead of therapy, Kerry found release through physical activity. She enjoyed being 

outside, and took up running as a regular form of exercise. Her daughter managed a local gym, 

so Kerry began kickboxing, frequenting the gym on a daily basis for ten months. She “pounded 

the bag,” discovering how beneficial the activity was. She commented “So honestly, if you want 

to write down what my therapy was, it was absolutely punching those bags.” She also proudly 

noted the improvement in her mental health, in that she hadn’t “pounded any bags for six months 

now.” 
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Kerry’s post-divorce reality included adjustments to her place of residence, her financial 

well-being, and her working lifestyle. Prior to the divorce, her ex-husband was the primary 

breadwinner, and Kerry earned “pocket money” in a part-time job. She felt the change in 

financial status was a mixed blessing: 

So while we were married, I never really worried about money. He made good money, 

and he controlled all of the finances. So it’s kind of twofold: there’s good and there’s bad 

as far as being on my own now. So the good part is that now I’m able to deal with my 

own finances, make my own choices of what I spend my money on, et cetera, but having 

said that, I’m way more conscious and aware of how, I guess, easily money can 

disappear…It was just there, whereas now, I really have to be aware of what I’m doing 

with my money.  

She settled on a lump-sum amount in the divorce settlement, instead of spousal support, and was 

dismayed to realize that the settlement would only cover five years of living expenses: 

So we settled on a lump sum, and I did the math, and that lump sum spousal support will 

last five years. I was just blown away by that. And so, yeah, that made me reevaluate. So 

I’m trying to strategize on, you know, how I spend my money, and how I’m going to 

make my money work for me now. 

Kerry also noted that the communication patterns between herself and her ex-husband 

have not improved since their divorce: 

We don’t speak at all. We don’t see each other. We don’t communicate whatsoever. Like, 

I’ve seen him twice in this last year. Once was my daughter was trying on her wedding 
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dress, in passing, because she’s getting married in March. We had two kids together. So 

that was just in passing, and just a “Hi”…So there’s no, like, you know, we don’t call, 

you know, talk about our kids or anything like that…I mean, my kids could be in dire 

need of something, and he would not pick up the phone and say “Hey Kerry, I think you 

should know, you know, we should get together and talk about the kids.” Like our 

daughter’s getting married in March, and there’s still been no communication between 

him and I to discuss how we’re going to work this. 

 She expressed frustration over the family’s communication challenges, noting that she 

was “always the one that tried to keep the family together,” trying to find a balance between 

brokering the relationship, and maintaining a respectful distance from her children’s relationship 

with their father post-divorce.  

 Kerry carpooled to the meeting location on the Friday of the wilderness weekend with 

Abby, Nory, and Lisa. I was struck by Kerry’s effervescence – she had a larger-than-life persona 

that defied her petite stature. I could see how her outgoing nature would have been at odds in a 

relationship where communication was stifled. Throughout the weekend, I continued to marvel at 

her dynamic engagement with the rest of the group: she participated wholeheartedly, spoke 

unreservedly, and provided moral support to the group without hesitation. Through it all, 

however, I couldn’t help but sense that she was “putting on a brave face,” and was still suffering 

the after-effects of her divorce. She had alluded to this in our earlier interview, when she 

indicated that she felt more emotional now, one-year post-separation, than she had at the time of 

her divorce. Regardless, Kerry enthusiastically threw herself into the weekend events, 
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marshalling her way through the challenging navigation lecture, and gamely tackling the 

navigation exercise.  

 When asked for her thoughts on the best part of the weekend program, Kerry shared that 

she “pretty much loved everything about the weekend,” but elaborated that the weekend helped 

her to step outside of her comfort zone, to “do something I’ve never done before with total 

strangers.” She loved the fact that she felt secure enough with the group to be vulnerable, to not 

care what she looked like, and to allow people to “know the real me and my pain.” She also 

emphasized that the lack of judgement among the group and the organizers was significant for 

her: 

 And yeah, the “no judgement part,” like with [the organizers] and everyone involved. 

 There was no judgement whatsoever. And the fact that we all were able to talk freely. 

 The ability to talk freely turned out to be a pivotal experience for Kerry, as I learned that 

Kerry had not really discussed her divorce in any detail with anyone prior to the weekend: 

You know, like, I spoke with a few friends here in my hometown, but not to the length of 

emotions and stuff that were involved…so it was very helpful. And then the very first 

night around the campfire was just phenomenal, because [the group leader] actually, you 

know, gave us a man’s perspective. You know, I was struggling with the fact that I 

thought my ex just never gave a shit, and that he’s probably not hurting whatsoever, no 

pain involved with the 30-year relationship breaking, and [the group leader] made me see 

another side to that…if he’s human, he’s hurting as well. He’s just not showing it…[the 

group leader] had a quote; he said the opposite of love is not hate…the opposite of love is 
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indifference. And that, like that just released something in me, so I was able to let go I 

guess of some anger, right at that moment. Like it was just indescribable.  

 I also noted that this was the first time that Kerry had mentioned anger as one of the 

emotions she was experiencing. 

 Kerry related that the program challenged her in many ways. She became somewhat 

emotional when she remembered that it had been only a year since her husband had asked her for 

a divorce, and  

that kind of really threw my sense of worthiness and confidence right out the window… I 

went into this weekend feeling unworthy and lacking confidence. 

 She further noted that the below-freezing temperatures in the yurt at night, after the fire 

had died down, caused her great discomfort: 

Another challenge was sleeping through the night, as I was frozen. Instead of getting up 

and stoking the fire, I suffered through it, which makes me wonder and look at how many 

times I allow myself to suffer through a situation instead of dealing with it at the moment. 

In her feedback, Kerry also confided that she initially doubted her capabilities during the 

navigation exercise, but found the self-confidence to carry on once she had begun. In reflection, I 

remembered hiking with Kerry’s group during part of the exercise, noticing how her bubbly 

optimism bolstered the other participants, and thought about how well she had disguised her self-

doubt. 
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 Kerry offered an interesting insight into her expectations for the weekend. She noted that 

she had entered the weekend with 

a vision of being, like, totally secluded in the wilderness, and like, I felt our yurts were, 

like, you know, five-star hotels, and our outhouses were absolutely phenomenal. Like, 

they were beautiful. They were cedar; they smelled good. And so part of me was relieved, 

but the other part was a little bit disappointed, because I really wanted to be, like, pushed. 

I guess I wanted to feel pain, as silly as that sounds. I think I felt like I wanted to feel pain 

out in the middle of nowhere, and – and – and struggle through it, and come out alive on 

the other side, kind of thing. 

 Prior to the weekend, Kerry discussed her own perception of her level of resilience: 

I think I’m actually more positive now after the divorce. Because during the marriage, 

you know, there’s many times I would almost feel like just things were hopeless. 

Whereas now, I actually feel hopeful now. Hope for my future.  

 Kerry’s initial RS-14TM  score, calculated approximately four weeks prior to the 

adventure weekend, reflected this perception of resilience. She scored 85 out of a possible 98, 

indicating a moderately high resilience level. According to Wagnild (2014), people who score in 

this range typically are doing well, but acknowledge there is room for improvement; they seldom 

suffer from depression; and strive for balance and equanimity. Kerry recorded the highest scores 

on statements that reflected self-reliance and purpose. During the weekend, she embodied the 

idea that practice leads to confidence – a key quality of the core resilience component of self-
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reliance (Wagnild, 2014). Kerry’s determination to set goals and continually strive to meet them 

displayed a clear sense of purpose. According to Wagnild (2014) 

whenever you experience inevitable difficulties, your purpose pulls you forward or 

pushes you from behind. It reminds you that your life is worth living and that you 

absolutely must keep going (p. 12).  

 Despite her references to feeling unworthy after her divorce, throughout the weekend, 

Kerry clearly displayed an internal drive to accomplish her goals, and to continually elevate her 

accomplishments until she could see herself doing something as challenging as the Pacific Crest 

Trail.  

 Kerry completed the second RS-14TM  in mid-December, approximately three weeks after 

the adventure, and scored 71 out of a possible 98. This decrease in score placed Kerry in the low 

end of the resilience scale, and according to Wagnild (2014), could be indicative of some 

depression and anxiety. In her communication to me, Kerry expressed some dismay about her 

score, and explained that she had been “experiencing some self-worth issues again.” Her largest 

decreases were in the areas of purpose and equanimity: she had dropped from a moderately high 

level of agreement to a neutral agreement to the statements “My life has meaning” (an indication 

of purpose); and “I can usually find something to laugh about” (an indication of equanimity). 

The onset of the holiday season may have influenced Kerry’s responses, as according to Padesky 

and Mooney (2012), resilience can fluctuate, subject to “multiple stressors and challenges” (p. 

284). During one of the discussions during the adventure weekend, Kerry had remembered her 

previous New Year’s Eve as a newly single woman as “wretched.” She had attended a party 

hosted by her daughter, which although provided some familial comfort, made her feel 
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conspicuously out of place and alone. She was determined to not repeat the experience, 

announcing that she was planning on throwing her own party. Regardless, with respect to her 

resilience score, Kerry announced that she was sure to “bounce back soon” – once again, 

displaying equanimity.  

 Kerry’s overall recommendation to improve the weekend experience was to spend less 

time in theoretical discussion, and more time with hands-on skills development. She emphasized 

her desire to struggle, to pit herself against the elements and feel some pain. I jested with her that 

next time, I would forgo the “five-star yurts” and restrict the amenities to a tarp and a book of 

matches, and she enthusiastically replied, “Bring it on!” She added 

I’m so honoured that I was a part of it…this is the launch of a wonderful thing. I think 

there’s a great need for this type of program out there, and I mean, look at how we all feel 

coming out of it, right? And we were only there for two days and two nights…thank you 

so much. 

Leah 

 Leah, age 43, became interested in the research study after seeing the call for participants 

posted on a hiking group’s social media site. When I asked what had attracted her to the study, 

Leah replied that she was recently divorced, that it was a “horrid experience,” and that she was 

currently in protracted negotiations with her ex-husband over parenting arrangements for their 

three daughters, aged eight, eleven, and thirteen. She was drawn to the idea of a weekend 

outdoor program designed for divorced women, adding that she was thrilled to learn “there’s 

something positive about a crappy divorce.” She was keen to share her insights, and to let people 

know “that there’s a light at the end of the tunnel.” Leah had some outdoor experience, loved the 



WOMEN, DIVORCE, RESILIENCE, AND OUTDOOR PROGRAMS 81 
 
backcountry, and hoped to gain the skills and confidence necessary to introduce her children to 

backcountry camping and hiking.  

 Leah and her ex-husband separated in 2016, after 15 years of marriage, and became 

divorced in early January of 2018. When I asked  who had initiated the separation and divorce, 

she replied: 

I guess it was probably [my ex-husband]. It was mutual when we thought we would 

separate [but] I thought we were going to get back together. I thought we were doing a 

trial separation. We had initiated a bunch of counseling, and just needed a break from it 

because we’d been in counseling for two years… but he took it differently, and as soon as 

we separated, he was done. So I don’t know who…I guess I asked for the separation. He 

says I asked for the divorce. But I don’t know – it’s never really straightforward.  

 Leah’s divorce agreement involved an equal split of assets, and she was able to borrow 

enough money from family to pay her ex-husband his share of the equity in the family home. She 

recalled being “really fortunate that in our marriage, I did most of our finances…so when it came 

to the divorce, I presented everything. And we split everything fifty-fifty.” Leah’s ex-husband 

pays child support for their three daughters, with additional amounts for extra-curricular 

activities, childcare, and school fees, but does not pay spousal support. When I asked why she 

didn’t pursue spousal support, Leah replied: 

because our [amounts for additional support] were pretty high…and my lawyer said the 

amount you’re going to get is not going to be worth fighting for. It’s going to make him 

more angry than it’s worth. So it’s kind of a good faith thing; and realistically, I have 
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always wanted to work. You know, when we were married, I always wanted to work, and 

he wanted me to stay home. And so I should just fight to continue working, and it’s more 

of a pride thing too. The amount of money was kind of negligible, like it would have 

been a few thousand dollars a year.   

Although their divorce progressed without incident, the parenting arrangements between 

Leah and her ex-husband became increasingly difficult. They worked with a mediator shortly 

after their separation to construct a divorce and parenting agreement which was finalized in 

January 2017. In February 2017, however, Leah’s ex-husband initiated new proceedings, 

contracting the services of a parenting coordinator. This arrangement didn’t sit well with Leah, 

who recalled that the parenting coordinator was also acting as her ex-husband’s counsellor.   

After expressing her concern over the conflict of interest, Leah and her ex-husband  

discontinued their relationship with the coordinator, but Leah’s ex-husband refused to see 

another coordinator unless one was assigned through a court order. At the time of our initial 

interview in November 2018, Leah and her ex-husband were in negotiations with the new 

coordinator, but things weren’t going well. Leah confided:  

I don’t know if you need to know all the information, but they [court appointed 

coordinators] are terrible. That’s been a horrible, horrible experience, because she just 

demands money…you have to keep your retainer with her at all times…so meanwhile, 

she’s still saying you have to give me money, or you’re going to get a…contempt of 

court notification.  
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 Leah also noted that the parenting coordinator was again acting as her ex-husband’s 

counsellor, even though Leah paid half of the cost, as per the court order.  

 Unable to come to a parenting agreement, Leah and her ex-husband found themselves 

taking their negotiations to court. The basis for their disagreement was how much time their 

children would spend with Leah’s ex-husband. Leah related: 

When he moved out, he took almost two years to kind of get his life back, and so he had 

the kids sporadically in that time, like for a weekend. But that’s kind of why we’re going 

to court, because his thinking is that when he was ready, he should have gotten them 

fifty-fifty immediately. And the kids just, I mean, they’ve been with me pretty much 85 

percent of the time at that point…the kids have no interest in spending any more time at 

his house than they have to. 

 Compounding the problem was the fact that Leah’s ex-husband was now in a new 

relationship, and he and his fiancée were expecting a baby. These new family dynamics were 

confusing for their daughters; Leah’s ex-husband expected the children to simply move in with 

him and his new family, without consulting Leah or considering the children’s wishes. Leah 

communicated with her ex-husband throughout the negotiations, expressed her willingness to be 

amicable, and suggested a fifty-fifty co-parenting arrangement would be possible over time, but 

her ex-husband responded, “Absolutely not; this is what I want; this is what I’m gonna get.”  

 When Leah refused to acquiesce to her ex-husband’s demands, the relationship 

deteriorated further, and Leah’s ex-husband began to be verbally abusive. During one of their 
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meetings with their parenting coordinator, Leah became concerned for her safety and asked the 

coordinator to complete a spousal assault risk assessment (SARA): 

because I was feeling very, very attacked, and abused, and I can’t believe I’m sitting with 

a psychologist who’s letting someone call me…evil, and a horrible bitch, and you know, 

[saying I] ruined his entire life; and [am] happy that, you know, he has no relationship 

with his kids, and you know, [I am] evil and toxic, and it just goes on and on and on. And 

I think “You just sit there! Like, how is this productive or about the children at all?” 

Leah’s determination to advocate for her children’s best interests was apparent. She felt 

that her ex-husband’s lack of communication with their children was becoming detrimental to 

their well-being. She described her children’s revelations after a visit with their father: 

Yeah, it’s painful to watch because the kids come home and he’s – he’s pretty vocal with 

“You know, you’re really hurting my feelings. You guys need to do this, you need to do 

that. I’m trying really hard. You’re not accepting of what I’m doing. You’re not 

appreciating me.” And so they come home quite a lot of times guilt-stricken, because 

they’re like “We don’t know what we’re supposed to do, Mom.”  

  Leah acknowledged that while they were married, her ex-husband was a good father, as 

long as she provided direction and support. She remembered: 

what I miss the most when he left, is he used to make all of our lunches, and he would put 

[the children] to bed, usually. Those were the biggest things. For people to watch him, 

they’d say that he was a really hands-on dad, and he was. And so it’s surprising to me 
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now, some of the things that he’s doing, because they don’t seem to be in line with the 

person I knew.  

The stalemate in the parenting negotiations continued until December 2018, when Leah 

attended court with her ex-husband, to try to find a workable solution; however, their court 

appearance didn’t result in the amicable agreement that Leah had envisioned. Her ex-husband 

declared that he intended to reduce his time spent with their children; the children reported that 

from their point of view, their father’s life now revolved around his new wife and baby, and that 

he either wanted them full-time, or not at all. According to Leah: 

All I hear from my girls is how everything revolves around the new baby and wife, and 

they feel left out. They have tried to talk to their dad about this, but he says things like 

“How do you think that makes me feel? I’m doing the best I can.” Comments like this 

over two years have led them to avoid him…So anyway, he said similar things at court, 

and I said I thought less time was terrible, and that the girls were saying to me “Dad said 

he’s giving up on us…” I know my story can be construed as “She’s keeping Dad from 

his kids and turning them against him” but it’s really not. And it takes so long to 

understand [and] explain how narcissistic my ex is, how he did walk away for a year, and 

then decide to pop back, but only on his time, and then demand fifty-fifty immediately, 

once he had a new wife and baby. The kids don’t want it, and I am their advocate. So 

that’s why I’ve made the choices I’ve made. 

With respect to divorce coping strategies, Leah did a minimal amount of counselling in 

the wake of her divorce, citing the “time crunch” involved with working full-time while 

parenting three children as the main deterrents in seeking more support. She turned to online 
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sources, reading blogs, articles, and books “to kind of see if I was nuts or not. But then I 

was…looking for shared experiences to be like, ‘Okay, so this person is writing about what I feel 

as well. Okay, so I’m not crazy.’” She turned to outdoor experiences to fill her weekends while 

her children were with their father, finding enjoyment in hiking and paddling. She felt the 

weekend research program was a great fit, and was excited to participate.  

Leah chose to drive herself to the designated meeting place for the adventure weekend 

rather than carpooling with Abby, Lisa, Kerry, and Nory, feeling this would allow her more 

flexibility in dealing with family logistics. Instead of easing into the weekend, however, she 

found herself contending with some last-minute drama: her daughter’s emotional support animal 

ran away, some last-minute errands cropped up, and some volunteer work “went sideways,” so 

the reality of the weekend didn’t sink in until she arrived at the meeting place. She recalled 

feeling nervous, “like a first date, and you just don’t know what to expect. Equal parts scary, yet 

exciting.”  This uncertainty caused some anxiety: Leah wasn’t used to sharing her story with 

strangers, and wasn’t sure how to prepare for disclosure. She coped with the anxiety by telling 

herself  to simply enjoy the experience, to stop thinking about it, and worry less about 

expectations. Much to her surprise, once immersed in the group dynamics, she found that she 

didn’t feel the need to explain herself or her divorce history: 

So that was actually really freeing, because in my case, I’ve talked about my divorce 

[with my friends] kind of ad nauseam. I was getting to the point where I feel like it’s all I 

do, and all people want to know about me, just because ours has been so, I don’t know, 

high conflict, and so full of stupid drama. It actually was nice to be able to go away with 

people who kind of knew what you have been through, but also I didn’t have to talk about 
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it…and it’s not that I don’t want to share my stories; just I’m kind of sick of my story, 

and sometimes I want to get away from it...I was able to kind of go back to being more 

myself, rather than just the girl with the shitty divorce. 

 This epiphany carried Leah through the entire weekend, allowing her to wholeheartedly 

participate in the activities, knowing that she had the unequivocal support of the rest of the 

group. It was also contributed to one of the big “takeaways” for Leah, in that she came to 

understand the value of being part of a group who shared common experiences. She recalled that 

she didn’t feel pressured to talk about her divorce, but when she did want to discuss it: 

I really felt the space was safe to say whatever I wanted about my divorce…I now 

understand better why people join groups where they have had similar traumas. I could 

say something and in normal life, people often start to get uncomfortable when talking 

about divorce, and the shitty parts about it…it was so freeing to be able to say anything 

and be with a group where it was okay. I have never had that…It felt really good to know 

I wasn’t nuts. 

 Leah felt comfortable with the outdoor activities and the navigation lessons, even though 

she found certain aspects, like working with a GPS, challenging. She marveled that she had 

never considered learning about navigation prior to this weekend, and was inspired to learn 

more. Leah also learned that even though she is a confident, dynamic, competent woman, she 

needed to work on her assertiveness. During an evening gathering in the yurt occupied by Abby, 

Nory, and Kerry, the group heard what they thought were animal footsteps outside, and worrying 

for her safety, forbade Leah to return to the yurt she was sharing with Lisa and Lesley: 
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They were in front of the door telling me I was sleeping there. I was not worried, and 

kept trying to reassure them. It was challenging for me to assert myself in a way that 

would not be offensive – I didn’t want to be insensitive to their fears, but I was not afraid, 

and I really was not going to sleep in a yurt with no sleeping bag or pillow. 

Going into the weekend, Leah felt that her divorce experience had enhanced her level of 

resilience. She had stepped out of her comfort zone a few weeks prior to the wilderness weekend, 

accompanying her daughters on a vacation to a remote location in the Caribbean. She completed 

her first RS-14TM  right before leaving, approximately four weeks prior to the adventure 

weekend, and recalled: 

I was like “I actually do feel really resilient” because I was very scared. I didn’t know 

how scared I was to do the trip, until it started to get closer, and then I thought “Why am I 

taking my kids to [a remote tropical country]?”… And while we were there, I thought, 

“I’m good with this; like this is okay.” So that made me feel actually really good about 

myself in general. 

 Leah’s resilience score reflected this awareness, with a score of 88 out of a possible 98, 

demonstrating a moderately high level of resilience. She indicated a particularly strong 

alignment with the core resilience elements of self-reliance and purpose. According to Wagnild 

(2014): 

Self-reliant people can depend on themselves to find a way over, around, or through life’s 

roadblocks and are likely to say, “I know I can do this”… They are courageous and stay 

true to their values and life purpose (p.103).  
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 Leah clearly demonstrated these qualities while advocating for her children, and in her 

commitment to attend the wilderness weekend, regardless of the discomfort she had anticipated. 

She recalled the daunting thought of simply getting herself to the weekend retreat: 

[I was challenged] in terms of getting there, and suddenly [I was] thinking “What the 

heck have I gotten myself into?” I thought of two of my favourite sayings: “Ever notice 

how ‘What the hell’ is always the right answer?”; and “Do something every day that 

scares you.” 

 Leah’s second RS-14TM, on which she scored 81 out of a possible 98, was completed in 

mid-December, approximately two weeks after the weekend experience. This decrease in 

resilience pegged Leah’s resilience post-adventure as “moderate”, and Wagnild (2014) identified 

others who scored at this level as possibly feeling “emotionally drained” (p. 226). In Leah’s case, 

the decrease in resilience seemed to be tied to her latest experience with her ex-husband, who 

had decided to minimize his time with their children.  

 With respect to recommendations to improve the program, Leah’s comments were similar 

to those of the other participants. She would have enjoyed more time to practice skills, and less 

time with navigation lectures; and more informal discussion time with the rest of the group, to 

explore each other’s stories, and learn more about resilience. She noted the importance of 

learning from and supporting each other: 

I think a lot of people don’t realize how strong they already are. And so being able to 

kind of explore that a bit more, and then translate it over the next few days, would have 
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been great. Because it just breaks my heart a little bit to hear some of these lovely ladies 

talk about not feeling good about themselves. 

Nory 

 At age 41, Nory was the youngest of the six participants, and at the time of our initial 

interview in late 2018, had been divorced for one year. She had learned of the research study 

through an acquaintance, and felt the outdoor program would be beneficial to her. She explained 

that she felt she could learn a lot about resilience, and that the outdoors was her “go-to” in 

dealing with life circumstances. She was an enthusiastic hiker, was a member of local hiking 

groups, and had been hiking every weekend in 2018 since early spring. The outdoors, she said, 

helped her to cope and decompress. 

 Nory met her ex-husband in 2007 while she was living in a city in western Canada. They 

married soon after in 2008, and moved to a city in the lower mainland in British Columbia, 

where they welcomed the birth of their son. Nory didn’t openly describe the dynamics of her 

marriage, but mentioned that the financial pressure of an expensive west coast lifestyle 

eventually resulted in her ex-husband accepting a job offer in a prairie province, necessitating a 

move back to the prairie: 

During that time, our son was born, and we tried to make it doable. It was great, it was 

lovely, you know with the whole west coast lifestyle there, but just as you know, it’s very 

expensive there, so my son’s dad ended up taking a job offer in [a western Canadian 

city]. So I followed him, and…we had a patchy marriage at that point. Things were kind 

of starting to take a toll.  
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 They lived for three years in their new location, during which time they admitted that 

their relationship was not working. Nory recalled: 

So I was there for about three years, during which time we decided “Okay…things are 

not working out. This is an obvious sign we need to, you know, end things, and seek a 

divorce.” 

 They officially separated in 2015, but shared a residence until 2016, when Nory left their 

mutual home and moved to a different city. Her ex-husband eventually followed her, settling into 

an adjacent neighbourhood, a six-minute walk from Nory’s home. They share custody of their 

seven-year-old son, who spends Sunday through Thursday with Nory, and Friday to Sunday with 

his father.  

 When I asked who had initiated the separation and divorce, Nory replied: 

He was probably more wanting to seek the separation and ending of things, more so than 

I was. I was kind of hanging on, or I guess a more appropriate word was delaying things. 

More so from out of fear, to be honest, in terms of financial reasoning. At the time I was 

working…very limited hours with a casual job I picked up, so, you know, he was 

actually, you know, of course full-time working and making the income. So yeah, let’s 

say that I kind of hung out longer than I really – I really think it should have ended 

probably a lot sooner.  

 Even though Nory identified her ex-husband as the initiator of their divorce, she went on 

to articulate her own sense of responsibility: 
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The whole divorce thing is kind of feeling – I’m feeling like this is a big reflection of just 

me saying, “Wow, I really screwed up. Big time.” Well, I mean it takes both sides, like, 

it’s me and my ex both screwed up, really; but I think…I did more of the bigger screw up 

when I think, you know, in terms of our lives, and our marriage, just the things that have 

gone on, and in the time we’ve known each other. Yeah, I really screwed up.  

Nory and her ex-husband worked with a mediator to construct a parenting plan, and 

reached a financial agreement, explaining that she and her ex-husband were reluctant to spend 

“reckless amounts of money in court in terms of lawyer fees.” The mediation was quite 

successful, taking only a few meetings to reach a mutually agreeable conclusion. 

Nory categorized the separation and divorce as amicable, but also recognized the 

emotional toll exacted by the relationship breakdown, and the financial worry she faced as a 

single parent: 

I would say during the separation period prior to the actual official divorce was tough. I 

wasn’t working full-time at that point…it was tough, but I would say at some point near 

the end of the mediation process, when we were kind of drafting things up, then that’s 

when I actually did obtain full-time hours. So it was kind of like in the back of my mind 

like, “Okay. Yep. I’ve got this in the bag…I’m on salary full-time. I’m gonna be okay.” 

 She went on to say that since the divorce, her income provides enough to “get by” and is 

“enough to pay the bills. I have a roof over my head; enough to just be comfortable.” 

 Nory sought the services of a professional counsellor during her separation from her ex-

husband, but didn’t commit to ongoing counselling. She remembered: 
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I did actually go to see…a professional counsellor. I probably had a total, to be honest, 

like two visits with her, and…it was helpful at the time. It was a very emotional time. I 

would say that I felt like I got what I needed for that period of time in my life…and since 

then, I would have to be completely honest, life’s been a whirlwind…in terms of my job, 

which is fairly demanding…I would say if I was coping – I’d probably say I didn’t really 

find ways to cope. I would probably say it’s just – I buried it in work life, day to day. So 

yeah, I would say probably around this point in my time, if I’m being truly honest, it 

would be good for me to do a little bit more internal awareness, and thinking around [my 

divorce], and find ways to kind of really deal with that, because it’s been a while. I feel 

like it’s been a while, and I haven’t really spent some time to grieve.  

As I got to know Nory through our conversations in person, and online, I came to see 

how little she had really shared about her divorce story. She described herself as a “fairly private 

person,” noting that even though she enjoyed relationships with friends and her support network, 

her intensely private nature caused a sense of isolation and reluctance to talk about her divorce. 

Her coping mechanisms revolved around spending time outdoors, and she became an avid hiker, 

enjoying day hikes in the mountains in western Canada. She related: 

[The outdoor activities have] definitely been an outlet for me, a healthy outlet for self-

care and [for] not feeling overly depressed, you know, like I could have decided to just, 

you know, spend my time feeling bad about myself, and doing other kinds of activities 

that maybe aren’t so useful, so that’s been good.  
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 Nory arrived at the meeting location for the outdoor weekend, in a carpool with Abby, 

Kerry, and Lisa. She later noted that this travel arrangement helped her ease her anxiety about 

the weekend: 

What really helped was the fact that…some of us carpooled together…and it was really 

nice to be able to, you know, just have that kind of chat [that eased my anxiety]. And that 

really helped. Because I felt like if we [hadn’t carpooled] and if I had just kind of gone 

into arriving…at our retreat, and then meeting [the other participants], and then share, I 

think it would have been very, very, very hard for me. I’m not sure how open I would 

have been. I think may have just kind of stood back and just kind of [taken] it in more as 

an observer, and that’s not what I really want. I didn’t want that, because it’s kind of easy 

to do that, right? I really wanted this to be more of an opportunity to see growth in 

myself…to take away maybe some “aha” moments.” 

Feeling secure within the safe and non-judgmental atmosphere apparent throughout the 

weekend, Nory opened up about some of her specific challenges related to being in the outdoors. 

She confessed she often hiked alone because she feared she couldn’t keep up with a group, and 

was keen to learn some navigation skills that would help her cope more adequately on her own. 

As such, she participated wholeheartedly in the navigation exercise, and addressed some of her 

specific fears around starting a fire. With Kerry’s encouragement, Nory tasked herself with 

starting a fire in the woodstove in their yurt, something that Nory had never experienced. She 

related the confidence-building experience: 

I love watching fires. I just don’t like creating fires. And so it was actually Kerry who 

encouraged me, saying “Why don’t you just try it? See if you can actually create a fire. 
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You know, just light some matches, and get it going.” And I was like in my head, “No, I 

don’t want to do this” because quite honestly, I know it sounds really silly, but…I’m kind 

of scared of fires, to be honest. Like, I’ll watch it from a distance. I like enjoying the 

warmth of it…so that was actually a good confidence booster for me, as little as a small 

thing like that, you know. I kind of appreciated that….I think it’s nice to be able to say, 

“Hey, like, I can do this. I don’t have to rely on other people or watch them. Like, I can 

actually do this.” 

 Nory emphasized the impact of being in a caring, open-minded group of people who 

shared similar life experiences: 

I felt like it was a really empowering type of weekend…not so much about the 

knowledge; I mean, that was great, some of the technical things that we learned – I think 

that was very helpful. But for me, it was more about the self-growth, the inner stuff that 

we’re all kind of dealing with, and still dealing with. I found that to be very helpful, to be 

able to be, again, just in a group setting to share that, and not feel like I have to just deal 

with this on my own. 

Nory completed the first RS-14TM  approximately three and a half weeks prior to the 

outdoor weekend. She noted that completing the questionnaire precipitated some difficult 

emotions: 

[Filling out the questionnaire] was actually kind of a tough exercise for me, believe it or 

not. I struggled, actually, to, you know, be honest with myself, and answer it the way I 

saw fit for, you know, where I’m at in life. I would say [resilience] is a topic that – I 
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struggle with it, not gonna lie. I really struggle with it. I feel like there’s this part of me 

that says, “Yeah, like, you know for anybody to learn to be resilient, to not be falling 

apart when life is tough, be able to have two legs to stand on, and demonstrate that 

strength, like I think that’s a wonderful thing.” And then there’s me trying to put that into 

practice, or even just the thought of believing in myself, knowing that I’m capable, 

because there’s always that “I can’t. I can’t.” That – that – you know, messaging that 

goes through my head automatically. Like, it’s a battle…there’s this whole “I know 

what’s right. I know what I want to do. But somehow, I just can’t believe it. I can’t.” 

There’s always that “I can’t, I can’t do it.” 

 According to Nory, this self-doubt had become more pronounced since her divorce, and 

she was often plagued with uncertainty, thinking: 

Okay, can I really be resilient? Can I learn to be confident in myself, and believe in 

myself? Yeah, I don’t know how to get there. That’s something I just really don’t know 

how to get to, to arrive at that place. 

Her struggle with self-doubt was reflected in her initial RS-14TM  score, which showed a 

score of 53, out of a possible score of 98, putting her resilience at a very low level (Wagnild, 

2014). According to Wagnild (2014), people scoring at this level may be characterized by 

depression, and a sense of overwhelm and isolation. Nory’s lowest score on the questionnaire 

was recorded for the statement “I usually take things in stride” (Wagnild, 2014, p. 223) which 

pertains to equanimity – the ability to hold a balanced view of life, and to remember that life is 

neither all good, nor all bad (Wagnild, 2014). Her highest score was recorded for the statement “I 
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keep interested in things” (Wagnild, 2014, p. 223), which reflects purpose – that which drives us 

to live a meaningful life (Wagnild, 2015; Frankl, 1992).  

 Nory’s second RS-14TM, completed approximately two and half weeks after the outdoor 

weekend, showed a score of 77, putting her resilience at the moderate level (Wagnild, 2014). Her 

most notable changes were in the areas of equanimity and authenticity – taking things in stride, 

and getting to know one’s own self (Wagnild, 2014). Nory’s closing thoughts about the 

resilience learning aspect of the weekend reiterated her desire to learn more: 

I still don’t know if I really understand how it applies to me…I’m kind of a little bit lost 

for words, because I don’t know exactly what I’m asking, but something just more along 

the lines of hearing [the researcher’s] thoughts about resilience. How something like that 

can really help us in all aspects of our lives, not just around outdoor skills. [The outdoor 

skills were] great, because there [were] a lot of new skills that I learned, and it was very 

exciting, and a lot of it was just brand new, and I was a little bit nervous about it…but I 

want to be able to learn what does resilience mean in everyday aspects, whether I’m at 

work, when I’m around other, you know, environments. How am I…supposed to be able 

to just get to a place where I feel, not just confident, because I know confidence has a 

little bit to do with it…[but to feel] empowered, I guess, and feel like I’ve become a 

better person, you know? 

Lesley 

 Lesley, aged 56, discovered the advertisement for research participants on a hiking 

meetup site, and as an indication of her interest, emailed me twice within two days, before I had 

a chance to respond. She followed this up with a phone call a few days later, and after speaking 
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with Lesley, I realized how potentially beneficial the weekend program would be for her. She 

explained that she had divorced in 2017 after a two-year separation, and was searching for a 

sense of community. As she recalled her initial attraction to the program, Lesley struggled to 

keep the emotion out of her voice: 

I spent a lot of time alone, and I don’t want to [be alone] anymore, but I struggle, and 

have a lot of anxiety what to do about that. And the hardest – the hardest thing for me, 

some days, it’s just – it was like, “What’s the point?” That’s kind of where I was at. 

“What’s the point?”, and it’s not meaning to be dramatic, you know, like, but just 

“What’s the point?”, right? And listening to tape after tape after tape about positive 

thinking, and “change how you think,” and I just saw that [advertisement] – and here’s 

the crazy thing. It was just like an absolute divine intervention moment, because I don’t 

look at my phone all the time, and I don’t look at the meetup things all the time, and I 

absolutely was looking at it when it popped up. Now, how crazy is that? And all I knew 

was I – at first, I thought “Oh, is this a whacko?” and then I thought “I need to be part of 

that.”  

 During our first telephone interview, I expected Lesley to be generous with details of her 

divorce, given her high degree of interest in the program, but she was more matter-of-fact and 

succinct. As I got to know Lesley through phone calls and emails, and later in person, however, I 

began to see a woman who still felt great pain over her experience but who was concentrating on 

her own personal development as a means to a brighter future.  

 Lesley and her ex-husband lived together for three years, married in 2007, and stayed 

together until 2012 when Lesley, thinking that some distance might help the relationship, moved 
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out. She didn’t specifically articulate what factors had caused the relationship breakdown, but 

acknowledged that she made the decision to end the relationship, and alluded to difficulties in 

dealing with their blended family as a possible cause. Lesley has two children from two previous 

relationships – a son, aged 26, and two daughters, aged 29 and 33. Her ex-husband has one son, 

aged 26, and a grandson who Lesley no longer sees. Lesley recalled the family dynamics: 

I do miss my grandson, and I miss [my ex-husband], and I just – it’s lonely, but I have a 

lot more peace of mind. I feel a lot better about myself, and I’m content on the same 

hand, so it’s like split in half…It’s been kind of hard for my son and daughter, because 

[my ex-husband] was really good to them. He said he was a kind of person…like the 

goodtime guy, you  know, no rules. No structure, no boundaries. So it was that kind of 

parenting thing, right? Yeah. Just difficult.   

 She went on to say that her relationship with her stepson was problematic, and revealed 

that “I really have to work on the resentment, and anger, and frustration…[and] hate, loathing.”  

 When the relationship deteriorated, Lesley drew up a separation agreement, and 

presented it to her ex-husband. He shared it with his lawyer who advised him that since Lesley 

had been extremely generous in her calculations, he should sign it without delay. Lesley 

described the breakup as “very businesslike”, and characterized by a lack of fighting. She 

accepted a new job which effectively doubled her income, and relocated from eastern Canada to 

western Canada. She didn’t feel that the divorce adversely affected her financially, but it did 

affect her retirement plans: 
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Well, it does, actually it does [affect me financially] retirement-wise, because I didn’t 

take the pension portion that I would have been able to, because I just couldn’t do it. I felt 

it was not right. So I have to work at least five more years. So that’s significant. 

The biggest effects of Lesley’s divorce stemmed from her sense of loneliness and 

isolation. She noted “when you separate and divorce, you lose the life, friends, and sometimes 

even family members…the loneliness gets hard.” She recalled: 

I can’t tell you how many times I have said to my daughter, “It’s not another relationship 

with a man that I want; it is a community where I can fit in, and be part of a group of 

like-minded people, women in particular.” 

 Lesley noted a lack of women in her occupational sphere. Lesley’s coworkers were 

largely male, and she joked about working with a large number of “ex-husbands,” and worried 

that she was becoming a “man-she.” When she changed jobs, she described the freedom of 

leaving her “ex-husbands” behind, and how it felt to divest herself of the weight of gendered 

expectations. This self-awareness, seemingly precipitated by her divorce, resulted in a number of 

years of self-exploration. 

 When I asked Lesley what strategies, if any, that she had employed to cope with her 

separation and divorce, she described working with a counsellor: 

We were doing a leadership program at work, and I don’t know why [but] it just touched 

me. It was like, again, one of those universe things, and I thought “Oh my God, like, this 

is amazing. And this is what I want to aspire to.” And so they gave us a life coach for a 
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couple of sessions for free, and I just melted, melted down, and she…has become my 

counsellor, I guess. 

 She also immersed herself into physical activities, recalling that she “got into yoga heavy 

duty”; biked and walked; and generally tried to get physically healthy. To satisfy her longing for 

community, she found herself indulging in alcohol at a local pub – something she has since given 

up: 

I feel like when I first came out [west] last year, I was running away…and I just kind of 

buried myself in work, got really fit, you know, did whatever I wanted to do. Not 

detrimentally, but I did drink a lot. I stopped that. And I feel like it was almost like a 

rebound, and now, now I’m starting over.  

 Lesley also turned to self-reflection and self-improvement strategies, including reading 

and meditation, and attending a multi-day retreat with her daughter. She also found herself at an 

ayahuasca retreat on Vancouver Island, something that she described as “really incredible”, and 

“very, very healing.” This introspection, however, had brought a realization that she was 

becoming “more and more introverted,” and prior to the wilderness weekend, worried that 

interacting with the other participants would be extremely difficult. She also discovered a 

tendency to try to “fix” people: 

You know, everybody’s on their own journey. So I don’t need to try to make someone 

feel better. They can make themselves feel better – that kind of stuff. I really hope I can 

just stay in my own lane. 

She wondered: 
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I’m very curious to see how I will be. Will I be comfortable? Will I be me? Will I try to 

be somebody else I’m not? Will I be patient with people, or impatient? You know, I’m 

really curious about all the interaction; and then I’m really interested to see just how I do. 

Lesley drove herself to the designated meeting place on the Friday of the outdoor 

weekend. She was the first to arrive, and not finding any other participants, confessed later that 

she thought that she had been fooled – that the weekend was, after all, a hoax. When I appeared, 

she visibly relaxed, but later revealed that meeting everyone was a challenge, and that the reality 

of the weekend was a bit daunting. She recalled being worried about meeting new people, about 

being herself, about compensating for her shyness, and about trying not to be “ridiculous.” She 

noted “I was afraid I would cry. I realized the depth of my loneliness. That was hard.” 

One of Lesley’s overarching themes was her desire for community, so it was interesting 

to note over the weekend that she frequently positioned herself physically on the group’s 

periphery. Once she had opened up, however, she freely shared her thoughts, experiences, and 

questions with the rest of the participants.  

During the navigation exercise on the Sunday, Lesley demonstrated exceptionally level-headed 

leadership. Working collaboratively, the group took turns a leading the 4 km hike, and when it 

came time for Lesley’s turn, she used the navigation skills acquired in the Saturday session to 

once again get the group back on track. She noted: 

It all kind of came together on the last day on the walk. I definitely have more to learn, 

but I kind of got it by the end of it…I need to learn more, but it was just like “Oh man, 

you could be almost anywhere, and find your way.” That was kind of again quite a 
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metaphor for where I’m at. The last three and a half years, I’ve just been struggling. I’ve 

been, like, divorced and separated, and in this job where I was a leader, and it just 

had…all my confidence demolished. This weekend…kind of helped build it back up, 

because I got back in touch with who I am, not who I think I should be. 

She reflected that for her, the best parts of the program were 

to be with the group of people, to be able to just speak freely. That was, like, massive. 

And I just – I’m just so awestruck with all of the people, all of the ladies, and their 

stories; and their courage, and it was just – it was like a big hunk of crap lifted off me. It 

was that caring, and talking, and being around people who have experienced something 

similar…this weekend has impacted me positively in ways that will last forever. The only 

hope I had was that I would meet some women who were going through something 

similar, and make a connection beyond Sunday afternoon. I kept feeling overwhelmed 

with such joy all weekend, and several times I had to fight back tears of happiness 

because I got my wish.  

Lesley’s assessment of her resilience level prior to the outdoor weekend reflected her 

enhanced level of self-awareness. Prior to her divorce, she felt she tended to catastrophize; that 

even though she had a partner, she “had to carry the weight of everything.” Once she was single, 

she discovered that she was capable of dealing with events as they arose: 

I don’t have to fall apart if it was a flat tire. It’s like “Oh well, get a tow truck. Wait for 

the tow truck. Aren’t you lucky you can afford that?” kind of way, instead of everything 



WOMEN, DIVORCE, RESILIENCE, AND OUTDOOR PROGRAMS 104 
 

being a catastrophe. You know, everything [prior to divorce] was a catastrophe. And it’s 

not now. 

 Lesley’s initial RS-14TM  score, calculated approximately three and a half weeks prior to 

the outdoor weekend, showed a score of 80 out of a possible 98, putting her resilience level at 

“moderate” (Wagnild, 2014). According to Wagnild (2014), people scoring in this range are 

generally cognizant that they need to make certain life changes, and are working at improving 

their resilience. Lesley’s highest scores were recorded for the statements that reflected self-

reliance; this isn’t surprising, since many of Lesley’s prior experiences reflected the necessity of 

finding a way to “do what needs to be done” (Wagnild, 2014, p. 14). The concept of self-reliance 

as a core element of resilience incorporates the idea that community can play an integral role in 

resilience development. According to Wagnild, 2014, “being self-reliant doesn’t mean you’re 

completely self-sufficient and need no one else. It does mean that you know who, when, and how 

to find help when you need it” (p. 106). This ties in well with Lesley’s quest for community.  

 Lesley’s follow-up RS-14TM  score, obtained approximately two weeks after the outdoor 

weekend experience, showed an increase in her overall score to 87 out of a possible 98, putting 

her in the “moderately high” category (Wagnild, 2014). According to Wagnild (2014), people 

scoring at this level are engaged in a meaningful life, continue to strive for improvement, and 

enjoy a balanced perspective. Although Lesley still showed high scores on statements that 

reflected self-reliance, her biggest improvement was noted on her response to the statement 

related to authenticity – “ I am friends with myself” (Wagnild, 2014, p. 223). On her first 

assessment, Lesley had indicated disagreement with the statement, and on the second 
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assessment, noted a strong agreement. She illustrated this achievement in one of our follow-up 

conversations: 

My greatest fear [for the weekend] was being vulnerable and letting someone see my hurt 

and my sadness, and I just let it go. I felt great: beautiful, funny, wise, and caring. I saw 

some really good qualities that I have, for the first time in a long time. 

Analysis 

In his discussion of resilience metatheory, Richardson (2002) described the third wave of 

resilience (innate resilience) as the “identification of motivational forces within individuals and 

groups and the creations of experiences that foster the activation and utilization of the forces” (p. 

308); and noted that the outcome of the third wave of resilience inquiry assisted individuals “to 

discover and apply the force that drives a person towards self-actualization and to resiliently 

reintegrate from disruptions” (p. 308). Richardson (2002) suggested that the source of this 

“force” could be derived from various internal and external sources, including “the human spirit 

or collective unconsciousness of the individual and also from external social, ecological, and 

spiritual sources of strength” (p. 319). Activation of this force could include what Richardson 

(2002) called “planned disruptions” (p. 319) – in the case of this study, an outdoor-based 

program which prompted participants to venture outside of their comfort zones.  

 The goal of this research was to identify what elements (planned disruptions), situated 

within this multi-day nature-based program contribute to resilience development in middle-aged 

divorced women. It also examined how to best evaluate the effectiveness of such a program, and 

to use this understanding to inform the design of future programs that may benefit women who 

have undergone a similar trauma. The research methodology combined qualitative action 
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research and narrative inquiry, and engaged in data gathering which took place over several 

months via phone, email, and Skype. The study also incorporated an illustrative quantitative 

measure in the form of Wagnild and Young’s (1993) resilience scale. By using a resilience 

measure with qualitative methods, I felt the research would yield a richer, more nuanced 

outcome, particularly with the use of narrative inquiry, which according to Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000), “is a way of understanding experience. It is a collaboration between researcher 

and participants, over time, in a place or series of places, and in social interaction with milieus” 

(p. 20).  

Narrative inquiry situates the researcher within the research, necessitating an awareness 

that “narrative inquirers need to reconstruct their own narrative inquiry histories and to be alert 

to possible tensions between those narrative histories and the narrative research they undertake” 

(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 46).  Clandinin and Connelly (2000) identified a fundamental 

tension regarding the place of theory in inquiry, specifically noting that “formalists begin inquiry 

in theory, whereas narrative inquirers tend to begin with experience as lived and told stories” (p. 

40). I experienced tension at the formalistic boundary while struggling to use theory to 

accurately measure resilience within the study in a qualitative manner. While the RS-14TM  

supplies a quantifiable measurement, I realized that I had undertaken the research thinking that 

the qualitative measurement would also yield some concrete results. I came to recognize, as I 

analyzed the research results, that defining and measuring resilience before and after the outdoor 

experience was an elusive proposition, and striving for a measurement seemed to raise as many 

questions as it answered: How do we qualitatively measure resilience? What does “development 

of resilience” look like? How does one interpret the RS-14TM results in contrast with the lived 
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experiences of the participants during the outdoor program weekend? In discussing the difficulty 

of determining resilience outcomes, Richman and Fraser (2001) wrote: 

Resilience requires exposure to significant risk, overcoming risk or adversity, and success 

that is beyond predicted expectations. Of course, problems arise when researchers and 

practitioners attempt to agree on what constitutes significant risk and successful 

outcomes that are beyond predicted expectations. For adaptations to be classified as 

resilient, should the outcomes be highly successful adaptations or can they be adaptations 

and outcomes that are at the level of social competence and functionality? For example, 

does a high school graduate who is identified as “at risk” of school failure have to 

graduate at the top of his/her class to be considered “resilient”? Or is graduation from 

high school significant? (p.6) 

In this study, the quantitative RS-14TM  instrument provided mixed results: three 

participants demonstrated increased resilience after the outdoor program according to their RS-

14TM  scores, compared to before the program; two participants showed decreased resilience; and 

one participant’s resilience score stayed the same. Does this imply that for half of the research 

participants, the outdoor program had little or no effect? Or even a detrimental effect? How do 

we weigh this outcome with the real-life narratives of the participants, who spoke so eloquently 

about the difference the program made in their lives? The use of the resilience measure 

highlighted the need to carefully assess evaluation criteria for the program. I suspected that a 

qualitative measure would provide insight but determining how to measure resilience 

qualitatively seemed impossible. Fortunately, my thesis supervisor reminded me that the goal of 

qualitative research is to understand, not measure (M. Bernard, personal communication, 
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February 17, 2019). Kalof, Dan, and Dietz (2008) wrote “the goals of qualitative research…are 

to understand processes, experiences, and meanings people assign to things” (p. 79). The 

resilience experience, from a qualitative analysis point of view, could therefore be illustrated 

through observations and interpretations of patterns (Kalof, Dan, & Dietz, 2008).  

 Keeping in mind Richardson’s (2002) idea of “planned disruptions” as an activator for 

resilience, and the outdoor program as form of disruptive force, I categorized the disruptions, 

coded the participants’ responses to the disruptions, and summarized the resilience outcomes. 

The program elements (disruptive factors) were summarized as: the outdoors element 

(immersing oneself in a multi-day outdoor experience removed from urban influences); the 

physical element (physical movement, including hiking and walking on backcountry trails); the 

skills element (learning navigation techniques, learning to start fires); the social element (being 

in an unfamiliar group); the self-actualization element (learning about oneself); and the 

emotional element (sharing difficult emotions and difficult stories with the group). Resilience 

activation was assessed according to Wagnild’s (2014) resilience core (purpose, perseverance, 

equanimity, self-reliance, and authenticity); and the four resilience pillars, which help strengthen 

the resilience core (self-care, giving and seeking support, living a balanced life, and being fully 

involved in life). Using these criteria in a qualitative analysis, individual themes of resilience 

development became apparent for each participant, and overarching themes arose for the group 

as a whole. 
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Individual participant analysis. 

Abby. 

Abby’s challenges arose from learning new skills in navigation and leadership (skills 

element), and through discussing her divorce experience, which evoked difficult emotions 

(emotional element). The program helped her address these challenges by offering unconditional, 

non-judgmental support, and a chance to practice her new skills in a safe, non-threatening 

environment. Abby’s resilience development is situated within the core resilience elements of  

perseverance and self-reliance; and incorporates the “seeking support” aspect of the resilience 

pillars (Wagnild, 2014). These results are illustrated in Table 1, while her RS-14TM  scores are 

illustrated in Table 2. 

Table 1 Disruptive factors, resilience catalysts, and resilience development for participant Abby 

Disruptive Factors 
Provided by Program 

Resilience Catalysts 
Provided by Program 

Demonstrated Area of 
Resilience Development 

Skills element 

• Navigation 

Practical experience within a 
safe environment 

Resilience Core 

• Perseverance 

• Self-Reliance 

Emotional element  

• Reliving her divorce 
story   

• Dealing with difficult 
emotions 

Supportive and non-
judgmental group environment  

Resilience Pillar 

• Seeking support 

 

Table 2 RS-14TM results pre- and post-outdoor weekend for participant Abby 

RS14 Score Pre-
Outdoor Weekend 

Resilience Level 
RS14 Score Post-
Outdoor Weekend 

Resilience Level 

93 High 93 High 
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Abby, as previously noted, demonstrated an inclination towards the core element of 

purpose, which was a motivating factor for her to participate in the weekend program. Abby’s 

RS-14TM score pre- and post-adventure was identical, with a score of 93, putting her at a high 

level of resilience (Wagnild, 2014).  

Lisa.  

 Lisa’s challenges were primarily with the physical, skills, and self-actualization elements. 

She considered herself the “newbie” of the group, had not been in the backcountry before, and as 

such, had little experience with navigation. The program offered her a chance to push her limits 

physically, and to learn and practice navigation in a supportive environment. Getting out of her 

comfort zone prompted Lisa to examine the trajectory of her life since her divorce, and she noted 

“I feel like now I’m just figuring out who I am, and what I want to be, and what I want to do, and 

all of that for the rest of my life.”  Lisa showed development within the self-reliance, 

perseverance, and authenticity core elements of resilience (Wagnild, 2014), as illustrated in 

Table 3. Lisa’s RS-14TM scores are illustrated in Table 4.  

Table 3 Disruptive factors, resilience catalysts, and resilience development for participant Lisa 

Disruptive Factors 
Provided by Program 

Resilience Catalysts  
Provided by Program 

Demonstrated Area of 
Resilience Development 

Physical element 

• Hiking 
 

Guided hikes; supportive 
group dynamics 

Resilience Core 

• Self-reliance 

• Perseverance 
Resilience Pillar 

• Seeking Support 

Skills element 

• Navigation 
 

Practical experience within a 
safe, supportive environment 

Resilience Core 

• Self-reliance 

• Perseverance 

Self-actualization element 

• Who am I? 

New experiences within a 
safe, supporting environment 

Resilience Core 

• Authenticity 
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Table 4 RS-14TM results pre- and post-outdoor weekend for participant Lisa 

RS14 Score Pre-
Outdoor Weekend 

Resilience Level 
RS14 Score Post-
Outdoor Weekend 

Resilience Level 

68 Somewhat Low 76 Moderate 

 

Kerry. 

 Kerry identified challenges that encompassed the emotional, social, outdoors, and skills 

elements. She admitted that the thought of spending a weekend with total strangers pushed her 

out of her comfort zone, and related that she had gone into the weekend “feeling unworthy and 

lacking confidence” stemming from her recent divorce. Prior to the outdoor weekend, Kerry had 

not shared her divorce story in great depth, nor had she explored the emotions surrounding her 

experience. She recalled how the cold temperatures in the yurt overnight had caused her 

discomfort and experienced an epiphany in realizing she “suffered through it” rather than dealing 

with restoking the fire. She noted “[it] makes me wonder how many times I allow myself to 

suffer through a situation instead of dealing with it at the moment.” Kerry also experienced self-

doubt during the navigation exercise, finding the new information challenging to assimilate 

during the hiking exercise.  

 The program helped Kerry deal with these challenges by supplying a safe, supportive, 

non-judgmental learning environment, and the opportunity to explore personal strengths. This 

environment in turn assisted with the development of resilience core elements of perseverance, 

self-reliance, and purpose, and the resilience pillar of social support, as illustrated in Table 5 

(Wagnild, 2014). Kerry’s RS-14TM pre- and post-weekend scores are illustrated in Table 6. 

Table 5 Disruptive factors, resilience catalysts, and resilience development for participant Kerry 
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Disruptive Factors 
Provided by Program 

Resilience Catalysts  
Provided by Program 

Demonstrated Area of 
Resilience Development 

Emotional Element 

• Dealing with difficult 
emotions and 
memories 

Supportive and non-
judgmental group 
environment  

Resilience Pillar 

• Seeking support 

Social Element 

• Weekend program 
with strangers 

Supportive and non-
judgmental group 
environment 

Resilience Pillar 

• Seeking support 

Outdoors Element 

• Dealing with cold 
temperatures 

Opportunity to explore 
coping strategies 

Resilience Core 

• Perseverance 
 

Skills Element 
 

• Navigation 

Practical experience within a 
safe, supporting environment 

Resilience Core 

• Self-reliance 

• Perseverance 

• Purpose 

 

Table 6  RS-14TM results pre- and post-outdoor weekend for participant Kerry 

RS14 Score Pre-
Outdoor Weekend 

Resilience Level 
RS14 Score Post-
Outdoor Weekend 

Resilience Level 

85 Moderately High 71 Low End 

 

Leah. 

 Leah’s challenges within the program stemmed from anxiety over the thought of sharing 

her divorce story with a group of strangers; learning and practicing new skills; and dealing with 

the dynamics of an unfamiliar group, which made her examine certain aspects of herself. These 

challenges were related to the social and skills elements of the program. The weekend experience 

afforded Leah the opportunity to address these challenges in the format of a supportive, non-

judgmental, non-questioning atmosphere, and the chance to practice skills in a safe and non-

threatening environment. As a result, Leah experienced growth in the core resilience element of 
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self-reliance, and the resilience pillar of support, as illustrated in Table 7 (Wagnild, 2014). 

Leah’s RS-14TM scores are illustrated in Table 8. 

Table 7 Disruptive factors, resilience catalysts, and resilience development for participant Leah 

Disruptive Factors 
Provided by Program 

Resilience Catalysts  
Provided by Program 

Demonstrated Area of 
Resilience Development 

Social Element 

• Sharing her story with 
strangers 

Supportive and non-
judgmental group 
environment 

Resilience Pillar 

• Seeking support 

Skills Element 

• Navigation  

Practical experience within a 
safe, supporting environment 

Resilience Core 

• Self-reliance 

• Purpose 

 

Table 8 RS-14TM results pre- and post-outdoor weekend for participant Leah 

RS14 Score Pre-
Outdoor Weekend 

Resilience Level 
RS14 Score Post-
Outdoor Weekend 

Resilience Level 

88 Moderately High 81 Moderate 

 

Nory. 

 For Nory, the weekend event challenged her with its social, physical, and skills elements.  

She found herself in a position to open up and share her divorce experience – something she had 

done sparingly in the past. She also found the idea of camping for the weekend with total 

strangers daunting; and noted that she lacked confidence with certain skills, like navigation and 

fire-building. She remarked that, in the past, she found the physical pace of hiking with a group 

challenging, and she was conscious of this aspect during the outdoor weekend as well. The 

weekend event provided a safe space to share her story, a safe group with which to experiment 

with new skills and strategies, and a safe environment to cultivate self-awareness. Through the 

outdoor weekend experience, she experienced growth in the self-reliance and perseverance 
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resilience core elements, and the resilience pillar of seeking support, as illustrated by Table 9 

(Wagnild, 2014). Nory’s RS-14TM pre- and post-weekend scores are illustrated in Table 10. 

Table 9 Disruptive factors, resilience catalysts, and resilience development for participant Nory 

Disruptive Factors 
Provided by Program 

Resilience Catalysts  
Provided by Program 

Demonstrated Area of 
Resilience Development 

Social Element 

• Sharing her story with 
strangers 

• Weekend program 
with strangers 

Supportive and non-
judgmental group 
environment 

Resilience Pillar 

• Seeking support 

Skills Element 

• Navigation  

• Fire building 

Practical experience within a 
safe, supporting environment 

Resilience Core 

• Self-reliance 

• Perseverance 

Physical Element 

• Hiking pace 
Supportive group 

Resilience Core 

• Self-reliance 

• Perseverance 

 

Table 10 RS-14TM results pre- and post-outdoor weekend for participant Nory 

RS14 Score Pre-
Outdoor Weekend 

Resilience Level 
RS14 Score Post-
Outdoor Weekend 

Resilience Level 

53 Very low 77 Moderate 

  

Lesley. 

 Lesley felt the program challenged her in multiple ways specific to the emotional, social, 

and skills elements of the program.  She found herself revisiting the difficult emotions 

precipitated by her divorce, including self-worth issues, and feelings of futility. She was reluctant 

to display her vulnerability with the group, and to acknowledge her hurt and sadness. She noted 

that the group dynamics were at times distracting, which affected her learning style; this 

awareness in turn drew attention to the internal pressure she felt to learn the new skills.  
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The program facilitated Lesley’s response to these challenges, by supplying a supportive, 

safe, and non-judgmental group environment, and the opportunity to examine her learning style 

and motivations. Lesley experienced resilience growth in the core elements of self-reliance and 

authenticity, and the resilience pillar of social support, as illustrated in Table 11 (Wagnild, 2014).  

Lesley’s RS-14TM scores for pre- and post-weekend are illustrated in Table 12. 

Table 11 Disruptive factors, resilience catalysts, and resilience development for participant  

Lesley 

Disruptive Factors 
Provided by Program 

Resilience Catalysts  
Provided by Program 

Demonstrated Area of 
Resilience Development 

Emotional Element 

• Admitting 
vulnerability 

• Acknowledging 
difficult feelings 

Supportive and non-
judgmental group 
environment; opportunity for 
self-reflection 

Resilience Pillar 

• Seeking support 
Resilience Core 

• Authenticity 

• Self-reliance 

Social Element 

• Discomfort with 
group dynamics 

Opportunity to practice 
tolerance in group settings 

Resilience Core 

• Self-reliance 

• Perseverance 

Skills Element 

• Navigation 

Practical experience within a 
safe, supportive environment 

Resilience Core 

• Self-reliance 

 

 

 

Table 12 RS-14TM results pre- and post-outdoor weekend for participant Lesley 

RS14 Score Pre-
Outdoor Weekend 

Resilience Level 
RS14 Score Post-
Outdoor Weekend 

Resilience Level 

80 Moderate 87 Moderately high 
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Summary of individual participant analyses.  

 By examining the qualitative data, it is apparent that each participant was challenged by 

the various program elements. Each participant found an opportunity to address the challenges in 

a safe, supportive environment, and consequently experienced increased resilience in the 

resilience core elements, specifically self-reliance, perseverance, purpose, and authenticity 

(Wagnild, 2016). The participants also displayed activity in one of the four resilience pillars – 

giving and seeking support – as identified by Wagnild (2014), who noted that “while they’re not 

essential to living resiliently, it’s very difficult to have a strong core without [the resilience 

pillars]” (p. 16). This concept is echoed by Luthar (2015), who noted: 

 resilience rests, fundamentally, on relationships. The desire to belong is a basic human 

 need, and positive connections lie at the very core of psychological development;  strong, 

 supportive relationships are critical for achieving and sustaining resilient adaptation (p. 

 780). 

All six participants felt the navigation exercise (a skills element) provided an opportunity 

for growth, despite the accompanying discomfort that learning can provoke. Three of the 

participants identified challenges with the emotional element, particularly with revisiting the 

uncomfortable emotions which accompanied their divorce experiences. Four of the participants 

noted challenges with the social element, specifically with sharing their divorce stories with 

strangers. One participant noted challenges with the outdoors element (being cold); one with the 

self-actualization element (asking “Who am I?”); and two participants were challenged by the 

physical element (hiking.)   
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 The participants’ experiences enhanced the elements of resilience including self-reliance, 

perseverance, authenticity, and purpose (Wagnild, 2014). The core element of equanimity, 

although absent in the individual analyses, was apparent when I considered the group experience 

as a whole, as noted in the following summary. 

Group analysis. 

 When considered as a whole, the group’s experience throughout the research process 

uncovered some notable themes peripheral to resilience enhancement, including: the importance 

of shared life experiences (divorce) as a cohesive group factor; the importance of it being a 

“women participants only” group; the importance of humour (related to the core resilience 

element of equanimity) in the group interactions over the weekend; the effect of supportive 

leadership; and the desire for the group to maintain contact after the weekend event had finished.   

Shared life experiences. 

 Øygard, Thuen, and Solvang’s (2000) study of divorce support groups found that the 

concepts of catharsis, universality, and cohesiveness provided therapeutic benefits, with catharsis 

and cohesiveness particularly prevalent amongst women support group members. Øygard (2001) 

also noted the importance of universality – the knowledge that your experience is not unique – in 

female divorce support groups. 

These factors of catharsis, cohesiveness, and universality were evident within the group. 

Five of the six group members had not participated in any kind of group therapy prior to the 

weekend, and when asked if it was important that the group specifically consisted of divorcées, 

each of the six participants identified the common denominator of divorce as vitally important. 

In the words of Leah: 
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It was so nice to go away with other people who had a common experience, and I had 

never really thought that that was the beneficial thing. I think I needed to do it, [and] it 

made a world of difference to me, to be with people, who, yeah, who have the shared 

experience. 

A women-only group. 

 Although none of the participants expressed strong anti-male feelings, in reviewing the 

weekend, each of the participants articulated the desire to have a “women-only” group 

experience. The head instructor for the weekend experience was a highly-qualified male guide, 

and each of the participants enjoyed interacting with and learning from him, but would still have 

preferred to have some “women-only” time. I had assessed their acceptance of having a male 

guide in the recruitment interviews by asking “How do you feel about interacting with a male 

instructor?” and while none of the participants expressed any objection at the time of the 

interview, they were somewhat surprised to find that the weekend included male instructors and 

helpers. This revelation was juxtaposed with the appreciation expressed by some of the group 

members in having the chance to include a male perspective in the conversations.  

Humour to promote equanimity. 

 Although not evident in the individual analyses, the element of humour was in full-force 

during the weekend experience. The simple act of sharing life stories, even if the stories evoked 

difficult memories and emotions, provided an opportunity for the group to find humour, even in 

the darkest of recollections. Humour, a component of the core element of equanimity, calls forth 

balance, allowing us to find perspective within life events (Wagnild, 2014). According to 
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Sultanoff (2013), “the experience of humor changes distressing emotional states” (p. 389), and 

the use of humour can allow us to view and release painful past events (Wagnild, 2014).  

Supportive leadership. 

 There is a fine balance to be struck when leading resilience-enhancing outdoor programs. 

According to Richardson (2002), “planned disruptions” can activate resilience, and it is essential 

to allow each participant to fully experience the disruptions in their own way. To facilitate an 

optimal experience, however, it is also important that leaders demonstrate care and compassion 

for the group participants (Neill & Dias, 2001). It therefore becomes a question of “How much 

hardship is enough?” and knowing when to gently intervene. 

 The leadership provided during the weekend event seemed to find that balance. The 

participants were encouraged to stretch themselves out of their comfort zones, but were also 

supplied with, as Lesley noted, “kind firmness” which provided a safe and secure environment in 

which to explore their new skills and experiences. In discussing group development in outdoor 

education, McAvoy, Mitten, Stringer, Steckart, and Sproles (1996) noted “elements of a 

humanistic approach, such as respect for the dignity and individuality of each member and belief 

in each member's potential for growth and development, are essential in all group work efforts” 

(p. 59). The supportive leadership provided by the instructor and facilitators throughout the 

weekend allowed the participants to safely explore their resilience development. 

Ongoing group contact. 

 It was gratifying to witness the six participants who had embarked upon the weekend 

with some trepidation and reservation, express sadness and reluctance to leave the group with 

which they had become somewhat bonded. Most of the participants expressed wonder at the fact 
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that they had bonded so quickly. Kerry commented “I don’t think there’s a day that I haven’t 

thought about the group, and I’m amazed at how we bonded so quickly like that.” Lesley 

remembered 

I think we’re all very amazing. And the way we loved and supported each other on that 

weekend was tremendous. And every day, every single day since I’ve left, I think of one 

of you or some of you – you cross my mind when I’m doing something. 

 During the post-adventure focus group interview, Leah expressed her wish that they 

could all stay in contact. As they left the weekend event, the participants were making plans to 

meet up for hiking, to stay in touch, and to continue the mutual support that they had initiated 

during the weekend. 

Group disruptive factors.  

 As noted above, as a group, the participants experienced disruptive factors in the skills, 

emotional, physical, outdoor, social, and self-actualization elements.  

Group resilience catalysts.  

 The opportunities afforded by exposure to practical experiences (hiking, practicing 

navigation, and learning new skills), and the group environment (adapting to new group 

dynamics, and being willing to show vulnerabilities) acted as catalysts for resilience 

development within the group. 

Group resilience development.  

 Resilience development occurred in the perseverance, self-reliance, authenticity, and 

purpose elements, and the resilience pillar of seeking support.  
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Discussion 

A note on methodology. 

Narrative inquiry.    

 On one hand, narrative inquiry was well suited to this study, as it required me to exist in 

close proximity to the participants’ stories, to simultaneously witness them while participating in 

them. This oxymoronic relationship made me acutely aware of the need to tread lightly in the 

participants’ storyscapes - to engage in the research process in a manner that emphasized the 

powerful effect of including them in the process while respecting the pain of their prior 

experiences.  

 On the other hand, narrative inquiry is most effective when employed in a study in a 

manner which allows themes to arise organically, rather than a study which has stated research 

questions. However, narrative inquiry allowed an intimate glimpse into the lives of each of the 

program participants, from their divorce processes through their experiences with the outdoor 

program. According to Clandinin (2010), “narrative inquirers are able to study the complexity of 

the relational composition of people’s lived experiences both inside and outside of an inquiry 

and, as well, to imagine the future possibilities of these lives” (p. 3). This imagination of future 

possibilities is a strong underpinning of this study: how do we help divorcées cope with divorce, 

through the use of outdoor programs? Narrative inquiry provided a means of gaining perspective 

in order to examine this question. 

Action research in action. 

 In a similar way, action research, which provides a means to transcend mere description 

of research phenomena and a means to transform and reconstruct participants’ perceptions, 
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provided an effective contextual framework for this study (Somekh, 2005). Through action 

research, participants engaged in a powerful learning opportunity, and thus contributed to the 

development of knowledge with a focus on positive change (Somekh, 2005; Herr & Anderson, 

2005). Action research also called upon me to maintain reflexivity and sensitivity in my role as 

researcher, which enabled me to maintain awareness of the overarching purpose of this study – to 

help divorcees cope with the aftermath of a traumatic event.   

 The individual and group analyses illustrate how action research encouraged the 

participants to define their own issues and develop their own solutions by engaging in the 

research study. Action research works with participants to enact and support change (Somekh, 

2005; Given, 2008), and has been compared to a dynamic construction process (Wicks, Reason, 

& Bradbury, 2008). Each of the six participants were able to highlight and discuss their 

challenges relating to divorce and the outdoors, and to develop measures to address these 

challenges, thereby contributing to new knowledge that will assist divorcées going forward.  

Program elements.  

 The elements in the outdoor weekend experience included the outdoors element (being in 

an outdoors environment); the physical element (physical exercise like hiking on backcountry 

trails); the skills element (learning new outdoors-related skills); the social element (being in a 

new group); the self-actualization element (the opportunity to learn about oneself); and the 

emotional element (revisiting difficult emotional experiences). Each of the six participants 

experienced resilience development based on a combination of these elements, yet not all 

elements were significant for each participant. Examining this result through the lens of 

Experiential Learning Theory provides an explanation by recognizing different learning styles, 
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and acknowledging that learning is a process, not an outcome (Kolb & Kolb, 2012; Akella, 

2010). Each participant brought unique resources, beliefs, prior experiences, and ideas to the 

program, resulting in individualized, personalized outcomes. The skills element was recognized 

as most commonly significant, with all six participants noting resilience activation related to the 

skills exercise. This was followed by the social element (significant for four participants); the 

emotional element (significant for three participants); the physical element (significant for two 

participants); the outdoors element (significant for one participant); and the self-actualization 

element (significant for one participant). All elements, regardless of their prevalence, contributed 

to the development of resilience.   

 The relative insignificance of the outdoors element was a surprising outcome. Resilience 

studies in relation to outdoor programs, such as that of Neill and Dias (2001) and Ewert and 

Yoshino (2011), indicate a positive correlation between resilience development and outdoor 

programs. The power of nature, noted in studies conducted by Revell, Duncan, and Cooper 

(2003), Donovan et al. (2013), and Mantler and Logan (2015), has been shown to exert a 

measurably positive influence on mental and physical health. Based on this prior research, my 

assumption that an outdoors element would exert a significant influence on resilience proved to 

be unsubstantiated. However, there are a number of possible explanations for this anomaly in the 

research findings. The majority of the participants in this study were familiar with the outdoors, 

and engaged in outdoor activities on a frequent basis. Each participant identified being outdoors 

as essential to their overall wellness, which is in line with findings in the literature, as noted 

above. Since each participant already employed a relationship with the outdoors element as a 
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strategy for health and wellness, introducing them to the outdoors element would been less of a 

disruption compared to participants who were unfamiliar with the outdoors (Richardson, 2002). 

 Furthermore, the weekend program was modified from its original design of a more 

rugged multi-day backpacking trip due to its late timing in the season, and therefore the 

participants may have not been pushed far enough out of their comfort zone in relation to the 

outdoor setting for there to be a noticeable effect on resilience. Referring to Richardson’s (2002), 

idea of planned disruptions, the disruptive effect of the outdoors element in the modified 

program was relatively insignificant. This is not to diminish the importance of the outdoor 

element; on the contrary, resilience studies have consistently shown that outdoor programs 

positively affect resilience (Neill & Dias, 2001; Ewert & Yoshino, 2011; Shellman & Hill, 2017; 

Hayhurst, Hunter, Kafka, & Boyes, 2015; Harper, Norris, & D'astous, M. (2014). To encourage 

resilience, it is essential to find the outdoor element “sweet spot” – the most beneficial mix of 

hardship versus feasibility in choosing an outdoor setting, and one that is tailored to the 

prospective participants’ abilities. This concept is supported by the zones of learning theory, 

based on Vygotski’s Zones of Proximal Development (Kravtsova, 2009; Cragin, 2017), which 

categorize learning abilities within the comfort zone, the learning zone, and the panic zone. To 

facilitate optimal learning, the learning must take place beyond the comfort zone, but short of the 

panic zone (Cragin, 2017).  

 In addition to the individual elements, the participant group identified overarching themes 

that contributed to a resilience-enhancing environment. These themes included: membership in a 

group specific to their demographic (divorced middle-aged women); being in a group where 

humour and laughter were prevalent and encouraged, thus promoting equanimity; having 
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supportive group leadership; and providing a means to continue the sense of community fostered 

over the outdoor weekend. These findings were similar to results contained in the works of Neill 

and Dias (2001), Sultanoff (2013), Øygard (2001), Øygard, Thuen and Solvang (2000), and 

Quinney and Fouts (2004), but unique in terms of the demographics of study participants, and 

study setting. These previous studies involving group divorce therapy, group leadership, and 

group cohesion have involved a mixture of male and female participants, and with the exception 

of Neill and Dias’s (2001) have not taken place in an outdoor setting.  

Program evaluation. 

To address the second research question “How can we best evaluate the effectiveness of 

this program, and ensure the program structure remains flexible and responsive to evolving needs 

of middle-aged divorced women?” we must first determine a measurement for effectiveness. As 

previously noted in Chapter Four, a resilience measurement instrument, like The Resilience 

ScaleTM (Wagnild, 2014), is useful to determine baseline resilience levels, and to assess 

resilience before and after an outdoor program. However, such methods lack reliability in small 

sample sizes, such as those to be found in intimate outdoor program structures (Francisco, 

Butterfoss, & Capwell, 2001; Scrutton & Beames, 2015).  In addition, data obtained strictly from 

a resilience measure may be contrary to what is observed qualitatively, as in the case of this 

study’s resilience scale results, which showed that two of the six participants reported decreased 

resilience on a post-adventure resilience questionnaire.   

 The anomalous resilience scale finding leads to further discussion about measurement of 

resilience, in that it is possible for a study participant to display resilience development in 

correlation with the program elements, while also displaying a decrease in resilience related to 
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other life events (Luthar, 2015; Infurna & Luthar, 2018). Luthar (2015) noted “resilience is never 

an across-the-board phenomenon, but inevitably shows some domain-specificity” (p. 741). Study 

participants Kerry and Leah, although having positive correlations with resilience development 

throughout the program as noted in the qualitative analysis, showed a decrease in resilience level 

as reported on their post-adventure resilience questionnaires, administered three weeks and two 

weeks post-adventure respectively. This finding supports the domain-specificity characteristic of 

resilience mentioned in Luthar’s (2015) literature: both Kerry and Leah responded well to the 

outdoor program’s resilience enhancements, but faced ongoing relationship stress post-adventure 

which may have been reflected in their post-adventure scores. 

 Qualitative methods, according to Francisco, Butterfoss, and Capwell (2001) “yield a vast 

collection of success stories that people should share with each other to capture the wisdom that 

emerges from people who implement and participate in your program” (p. 21). These success 

stories can be scrutinized to determine the effectiveness of a program, keeping in mind that 

effectiveness determined from a qualitative standpoint can be (and often is) subjective, as noted 

by Richman and Fraser (2001) who questioned “for adaptations to be classified as resilient, 

should the outcomes be highly successful adaptations or can they be adaptations and outcomes 

that are at the level of social competence and functionality?” (p. 6). The best answer to this 

question may ultimately lay with the participants of the program themselves, and may be 

determined through qualitative means, such as post-outdoor event interviews. The post-adventure 

interviews conducted with the six program participants in this study corroborate this theory. Each 

participant reported enhancements in resilience due to program participation, regardless of the 

resilience scale measurements. 



WOMEN, DIVORCE, RESILIENCE, AND OUTDOOR PROGRAMS 127 
 

Chapter Five: Conclusion, Recommendations, Limitations, and Future Research  

Conclusion 

 This study began with two research questions: 

1. What elements must we include in a multi-day nature-based program that would 

encourage the development of resilience in middle-aged divorced women? 

2. How can we best evaluate the effectiveness of this program, and ensure the program 

structure remains flexible and responsive to evolving needs of middle-aged divorced 

women? 

 Richardson’s (2002) metatheory of resilience provided a contextual framework with 

which to examine these questions, by outlining the need for creation of external experiences 

(disruptive factors) that drive a person towards resilient reintegration.  

 In this study, these disruptive factors took the form of program elements including the 

outdoors, physical, skills, social, emotional, and self-actualization elements. The six program 

participants demonstrated resilience development in response to exposure to these program 

elements, although degree of response varied among the participants. The program participants 

also identified group themes related to resilience enhancement, including the importance of 

group demographics, humour, supportive leadership, and a sense of extended community, which 

contribute to the effective design of an outdoor program aimed at resilience development.  

 Program evaluation in this study was provided through qualitative interviews and email 

and in-person exchanges, with a supplemental resilience measurement in the form of The 

Resilience Scale TM (Wagnild, 2014). Overall, the qualitative methods yielded rich, multi-faceted 
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data which underpins the suitability of post-adventure interviews as a program effectiveness 

evaluation. The pre- and post-adventure resilience measurements, used as illustrative 

mechanisms, demonstrated resilience domain specificity for two of the participants which calls 

for further exploration.      

Recommendations  

 Based on the study’s findings and analyses, recommendations regarding program design 

and evaluation are as follows:  

1. Outdoor program design should include the following elements:  

• an outdoors element, with the location based on participant’s prior experience and 

acceptance level of hardship;  

• a physical element, which offers the opportunity for physical movement;  

• a skills element, which challenges the participants and imparts new and useful 

information;  

• and a group design that fosters the social, emotional, and self-actualization elements 

in the form of new group dynamics, group discussions, and opportunities to explore 

new identities.  

2. Outdoor programs designed specifically for divorced women should offer a “women 

only” group structure whenever possible. 

3. Leadership must be supportive. 

4. Program design should allow for humour and fun, thereby promoting equanimity.  

5. Ongoing connection and support should be established. 
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6. Program evaluation should include a qualitative evaluation method, such as follow-up 

interviews.  

 This study incorporated the majority of these recommendations, which were validated by 

the program participants themselves. The program design included the following: provided 

outdoors, physical, skills, social, emotional, and self-actualization elements; provided for 

supportive leadership; incorporated equanimity-enhancing levity; and offered a forum for 

ongoing contact between the group members. Although the participants enjoyed interacting with 

the male instructor, they were initially surprised to find a male in their midst, and recommended 

that future groups offer a female-only structure for at least part of the program.  

Limitations 

 This study was constrained in scope, and included six female participants, aged 41 to 58, 

but further research could be expanded to incorporate a larger sample, or provide for a narrower 

age category, thereby increasing validation (Francisco, et al., 2001). For two of the study 

participants, the resilience tool results conflicted with the qualitative results showing a decrease 

in resilience as determined by the post-adventure RS-14TM.  The timing of the administration of 

quantitative measurements like the RS-14TM may require evaluation. Further studies may yield 

richer results if they were to alter the time frame for the quantitative measurement, or administer 

more than one measurement post-adventure to counter any bias in responses (Estelami, 2015). In 

addition, during the recruitment stage I spoke with a number of interested prospective 

participants who were not divorced, but felt strongly that an outdoors program would be 

beneficial to them, and expressed interest in being included in future studies. This study may be 

applicable to any middle-aged female who wants to explore resilience in relation to the outdoors. 
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 Although this study included multiple methods of contact between researcher and 

participants, and data gathering took place over a number of months, it represents a relatively 

small span of time in the lives of the study participants. A longitudinal study, which was 

impractical to conduct considering the researcher’s resource constraints, may have produced 

more nuanced data through a more thorough examination of the participants’ intricate lives. 

 In retrospect, although narrative inquiry provided rich and nuanced data for this study, it 

is a difficult menthodology to employ in studies where the objective is to answer specific 

research questions. Other methodologies may be more suited to these research aims. 

Implications for Further Research 

 The study of resilience, although introduced in the literature over four decades ago, is still 

in its infancy. The topic continues to puzzle and challenge researchers, and we have yet to see a 

consistent definition and understanding of the concept (Infurna & Luthar, 2016; Infurna & 

Luthar, 2018). The study of resilience in relation to middle-aged divorced women and outdoor 

programs is even less understood. Given that divorce is ubiquitous in our culture, “grey divorce” 

is an increasing phenomenon, and middle-aged women are a fast-growing demographic in 

outdoor pursuits, this topic is a timely one that calls for further investigation (Government of 

Canada, 2019; Brown & Lin, 2012; Barker, 2017).    

 Considering that one of the study’s findings indicated a relatively minor relationship 

between the outdoors element and resilience development, future studies could examine the 

outdoors element in greater depth, to determine an optimal program design. Studies that have 

considered the relationship between resilience and the outdoors clearly indicate a strong 

relationship between being outdoors and mental health benefits, including resilience 
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enhancement, but contain little detail about how the program structure was determined (Hayhurst 

et al., 2015; Harper et al., 2014; Shellman & Hill, 2017). It appears that most studies linking 

resilience to outdoor activities utilize an existing program structure; studies striving to determine 

the optimal program structure to enhance resilience bear further investigation.  

 As previously mentioned, Luthar’s (2015) synthesis of resilience research pointed out 

that resilience can be specific to the domain in which it is activated, which gives rise to perhaps 

one of the most significant possibilities for further research: How can we transfer resilience from 

one area of our lives to another? Neill and Dias (2001), in discussing their study findings, noted 

that outdoor programs have the potential to noticeably enhance resilience in participants, but also 

argued “the transferability of the remarkably large resilience gains to everyday life also warrants 

investigation” (p. 40). Can resilience developed in relation to an outdoor program help a divorcée 

develop resilience in other domains, and therefore help deal with the emotional aftermath of 

divorce? Future research might provide us with an answer, and pave the way for further 

understanding of the concept of resilience.  
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Appendix A 

Interview Guide: Pre-adventure 

Researcher: Katherine Friedley, MA in Interdisciplinary Studies student, Royal Roads 
University, Victoria British Columbia 

Contact Information: xxx-xxx-xxxx; xxxx@royalroads.ca 

Name of project: Strength from adversity: Adventure-based outdoor programs, resilience, and 

divorce 

Type of project: Master of Arts in Interdisciplinary Studies thesis 

Academic Supervisor: Dr. Mary Bernard, Professor, Doctor of Social Sciences Program, 

College of Interdisciplinary Studies, Royal Roads University, Victoria British Columbia 

Contact information: xxx-xxx-xxxx; xxxx@royalroads.ca 

Participation in this study and in this interview is voluntary and you are free to withdraw at any 

time without giving any reason and without there being any negative consequences. In addition, 

if you do not wish to answer any particular question or questions, you are free to decline.  

Your responses will be kept strictly confidential. Your name will not be linked with the research 

materials, and will not be identified or identifiable in the report or reports that result from the 

research.  

This interview will be audio-recorded. The audio recording made of this interview will be used 

only for analysis. No one outside the research team consisting of myself and my academic 

advisors will be allowed access to the original recording. 

Background 

1. Please tell me your name and age range (40-49; 50-59; 60-69) 

2. In what year were you granted a divorce? 

3. How long were you married? 

4. Who initiated your divorce? 

a. Yourself 

b. Your husband 

c. It was mutual 

5. If you have children, tell me about them.  

6. Tell me what your divorce experience was like overall. 

Impact of divorce on lifestyle 

1. What effect has your divorce had on your living arrangements? 

2. What effect has your divorce had on your finances? 
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3. How has your divorce affected your parenting role? 

4. Tell me about the changes overall in your lifestyle. 

Appendix A (Continued) 
 

Strategies for dealing with divorce 

What role has outside intervention (i.e. counseling, spiritual support) played in your 
divorce or post-divorce process? 
Tell me about your coping strategies. 

Resilience 

1. What does resilience mean to you? 
2. How would you describe your level of resilience? 
3. How has your resilience changed as a result of your divorce? 

 

Experience with outdoor-based adventure programs 

1. What previous experiences have you had with outdoors programs? 

2. What are your concerns about embarking upon this program? 

Program expectation 

1. What are you most looking forward to while participating in this program? 

2. What personal goals do you have for this program? 

3. In your opinion, how can multi-day nature-based adventure programs foster resilience? 
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Appendix B 

Participant Journaling Guide 

 

Researcher: Katherine Friedley, MA in Interdisciplinary Studies student, Royal Roads 
University, Victoria British Columbia 

Contact Information: x-xxx-xxx-xxxx; xxxx@royalroads.ca 

Name of project: Strength from adversity: Adventure-based outdoor programs, resilience, and 
divorce 

Type of project: Master of Arts in Interdisciplinary Studies thesis 

Academic Supervisor: Dr. Mary Bernard, Professor, Doctor of Social Sciences Program, 

College of Interdisciplinary Studies, Royal Roads University, Victoria British Columbia 

Contact information: x-xxx-xxx-xxxx xxxx@royalroads.ca 

 

Participation in this study and in this interview is voluntary and you are free to withdraw at any 

time without giving any reason and without there being any negative consequences. In addition, 

if you do not wish to answer any particular question or questions, you are free to decline.  

Your responses will be kept strictly confidential. Your name will not be linked with the research 

materials, and will not be identified or identifiable in the report or reports that result from the 

research.  

 

 

Name:        Date: 

 

 

1. What did you enjoy about today? 
 

2. What challenges did you encounter today? 
 

3. What helped you deal with your challenges? 
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Appendix C 

Focus Group Interview Guide Post-adventure 

Study title: Strength from adversity: Adventure-based outdoor programs, resilience, and 

divorce. 

Participation in this study and in this interview is voluntary and you are free to withdraw at any 

time up until seven days following this interview. You do not need to give a reason for 

withdrawal, and there will be no negative consequence for withdrawal. In addition, if you do 

not wish to answer any particular question or questions, you are free to decline. 

Your responses will be kept strictly confidential. Your name will not be linked with the research 

materials, and will not be identified or identifiable in the report or reports that result from the 

research. 

This interview will be audio-recorded. The audio recording made of this interview will be 

used only for analysis. No one outside the research team consisting of Katherine Friedley and 

her academic advisors will be allowed access to the original recording. 

 

 
General questions 

 

1. What did you think of the program? 
 

2. What was the best part of the program? 

 

3. What challenged you the most in the program? 

• How did you feel upon completing the challenge? 
 

4. What did you learn in this program that could help us design future programs? 
 

5. How can we best evaluate the effectiveness of this program? 
 

6. How could we improve this program? 
 

Resilience 

How do you think your resilience changed as a result of the outdoor adventure 
experience? 
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Appendix D 

Note: By completing and submitting this questionnaire, you are giving consent for the collection and use of this data in the 

study “Strength from adversity” conducted by Katherine Friedley. Participation in this study is voluntary, and you can 

withdraw from the study up to seven days after the focus group interview, which will be conducted after the adventure. 

Any data collected up to the time you withdraw from the study will be destroyed, and will not form part of this study. 
1 is Strongly Disagree, and 7 is Strongly Agree. 

14-ITEM Resilience Scale (RS-14) 

Name_____________________________________________Date  _________________ 

Please read each statement and circle the number to the right of each statement that best indicates your feelings about 

the statement. Respond to all statements. 

Circle the number in the appropriate column Strongly Disagree Strongly Agree 

1. I usually manage one way or another. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

2. I feel proud that I have accomplished things in 
my life. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

3. I usually take things in stride. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

4. I am friends with myself. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

5. I feel that I can handle many things at a time. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

6. I am determined. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

7. I can get through difficult times because I’ve 
experienced difficulty before. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

8. I have self-discipline. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

9. I keep interested in things. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

10. I can usually find something to laugh about. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

11. My belief in myself gets me through hard times. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

12. In an emergency, I’m someone people can 
generally rely on. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

13. My life has meaning. 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

14. When I’m in a difficult situation, I can usually 
find my way out of it. 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

 

©2009 Gail M. Wagnild and Heather M. Young. Used by permission. All rights reserved. “The Resilience Scale” is an 
international trademark of Gail M.Wagnild and Heather M. Young, 1993. 
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Appendix E 

Resilience Core Elements Categorized According to RS-14TM Questions 

PURPOSE 

Q2. I feel proud that I have accomplished things in my life. 

Q9. I keep interested in things. 

Q13. My life has meaning. 

PERSEVERANCE 

Q6. I am determined. 

Q8. I have self-discipline. 

EQUANIMITY 

Q 3. I usually take things in stride. 

Q10. I can usually find something to laugh about. 

AUTHENTICITY 

Q4. I am friends with myself. 

Q11. My belief in myself gets me through hard times. 

SELF-RELIANCE 

Q1. I usually manage one way or another. 

Q5. I feel that I can handle many things at a time. 

Q7. I can get through difficult times because I’ve experienced difficulty before. 

Q12. In an emergency, I’m someone people can generally rely on. 

Q14. When I’m in a difficult situation, I can usually find a way out of it. 

 

Note. Adapted from The Resilience Scale User’s Guide for the English version of The Resilience 

Scale and the 14-Item Resilience Scale (RS-14), p. 56, by Gail Wagnild (2014). Used with 

permission. 
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Appendix F 

Recruitment Contact Letter 

Dear Group Organizer, 

My name is Katherine Friedley, I reside in the Columbia Valley BC (near Radium Hot Springs), 

and I am a graduate student at Royal Roads University, Victoria BC. I am conducting research 

for my master's thesis on the topic of women, divorce, resilience, and outdoor programs. My 

objective is to investigate how we can help middle aged divorced women who are post-divorce 

by designing outdoor programs specifically suited to their needs. 

As part of my research, I am looking for 3-5 divorced ladies between the ages of 40 and 60 who 

would be interested in participating in an expenses-paid outdoor wilderness skills-building 

weekend November 30 - December 2, near Radium Hot Springs. Would you have time to chat 

with me and see if this is an opportunity you might be able to pass along to any of your group 

members?  

I am happy to provide more details about my thesis, and the weekend program. You can also 

contact my thesis advisor to verify my credentials:  

 Dr. Mary Bernard, Professor, Doctor of Social Sciences Program, College of Interdisciplinary 

Studies, Royal Roads University, Victoria British Columbia 

Contact information: xxx-xxx-xxxx; xxxx@royalroads.ca 

or the Royal Roads University Office of  Research Ethics:Gina Armellino, Research Ethics 

Coordinator, Royal Roads University Office of Research Ethics 

Contact information: xxx-xxx-xxxx ext. xxxx; xxxx@royalroads.ca 

 

Please let me know when a good time would be to call. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Katherine Friedley 
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Appendix G 

Recruitment Notice 

Female Research Participants Required for an Expenses-

Paid Wilderness Skills-Building Weekend in the Canadian 

Rockies 

November 30 – December 2, 2018 

Radius Retreat 

(www.radiusretreat.com) Radium Hot 

Springs 

Have you been wanting to get into the backcountry, but don’t know where to start? 

Are you a recently divorced (within the last five years) woman between the ages of 40 – 60? 

What’s this about? 

My name is Katherine Friedley and I live in the Columbia Valley BC, north of Radium Hot 

Springs. I am a 53-year old graduate student in the Master of Arts in Interdisciplinary Studies 

program at Royal Roads University in Victoria. 

I am seeking between three and five divorced ladies ages 40-60 to participate in a research 

study on women, divorce, outdoor programs, and resilience. I am interested in learning how 

outdoor programs can be structured to benefit divorced women as they navigate a particularly 

challenging period in their lives. 

This study will form part of my master’s thesis, and the results may be the subject of future 

journal articles. The completed thesis will be published through the Royal Roads University, and 

the study results will be made available to study participants upon completion, if requested. 

I will also use the results of this study – and your input – in designing future outdoor programs 

for divorced women. As such, your participation will help pave the way for women like you to 

gain the confidence to get into the backcountry. Your identity will never be revealed in the 

study outcome or any subsequent works. 

What about the wilderness weekend? 

The research study will include a weekend program at Radius Retreat 

(www.radiusretreat.com), a yurt-based eco-resort located on 1000 acres near Radium Hot 

Springs British Columbia. 
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Appendix G (Continued) 

We will meet by 4pm on Friday, November 30, 2018 at the Big Horn Café in Radium Hot 

Springs (www.bighorncafe.net) and then drive to Radius Retreat 2.7 km north of Radium. We 

will hike or snowshoe into our accommodations (approximately 2.5 km) where we will spend 

two nights. The yurts have basic furnishing (beds, tables), an outdoor composting toilet, and  

are heated with woodstoves. There is no running water, shower facilities, or wifi. There 

should be cell phone reception. 

On Saturday and part of Sunday, we will learn and practice wilderness skills (introduction to 

basic navigation, suitable and essential backcountry equipment, emergency skills, backcountry 

cooking). The adventure will finish on Sunday afternoon December 2, when we will hike or 

snowshoe from Radius Retreat to Radium Hot Springs Pools (weather permitting). 

 

What expenses are covered? 

Expenses directly related to the study including accommodations at Radius Retreat, food, 

guiding and instructional services, liability insurance, and equipment rentals if required, will be 

covered, in exchange for your participation. You are responsible for your own travel to and 

from Radium Hot Springs. 

What do I need to bring/provide? 

I can help you access proper hiking and camping equipment if necessary, or you can bring your 

own. I will email a full list of necessary equipment required prior to the adventure. 

You will be asked to provide assurance that you have current provincial health care 

coverage, and that you are fit enough to hike a maximum of 10km on moderate terrain. 

 

What exactly do I have to do as a research participant? 

As a research participant, you will be asked to 

• Arrive at Big Horn Café in Radium Hot Springs at 4pm on November 30, 2018. 

• Participate in a pre-adventure online or telephone interview and share your thoughts 

about your divorce and prior adventure experience. I will ask you questions about your 

divorce and how it has affected your life, about your outdoor experience, and how your 

resilience has been affected by your divorce. This is background information, and 

you can share as much or as little as you feel comfortable. This interview should 

take no longer than 30 minutes. This interview will be audio recorded. 

• Complete two short (14 question) resilience questionnaires, which should take no 

more than five minutes each. I will distribute one questionnaire at the beginning of 

the adventure, and one after you return home. 
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Appendix G (Continued) 

 

• Participate in a post-adventure online focus group, approximately two weeks after the 

adventure, where you will get a chance to offer your insights and suggestions about the  

program. This focus group should take no longer than 60 minutes. This group 

discussion will be audio recorded. 

• Do a daily reflection while on the adventure, on what you enjoyed, what challenges you 

encountered, and how you coped with any challenges. These reflections should take no 

longer than five minutes each. You can either do an audio recording of these reflections, 

or make notes, a copy of which I will obtain at the end of the weekend. 

 

What about confidentiality? 

All information will be anonymized, and will be maintained in the strictest confidence, with 

access granted only to myself and my academic advisors. Your identity will never be revealed. 

During the study, all data and recordings related to this study will be kept in a secure locked 

cabinet in my home office. At the study’s completion, all data will be stored in a secure locked 

cabinet at the Office of Interdisciplinary Studies at Royal Roads University for two years, and 

then destroyed. 

What if I feel uncomfortable talking about my divorce? 

I understand that discussing your divorce may bring up difficult emotions, and you are not 

obligated to answer any questions that make you uncomfortable. You will be able to access 

professional counselling services through CounsellingBC (www.counsellingbc.com) at the 

end of the adventure, if needed, at your own cost. 

 

Is this voluntary? 

Participating in this research is entirely voluntary, and you can withdraw from the study at any 

time, up until seven days after the focus group interview. Any data collected from you prior to 

your withdrawal will be destroyed immediately. However, I hope you will find participation a 

rewarding experience, knowing you’ll be helping us to understand how to help women in 

similar situations.I hope you’ll join us for a fun and educational weekend! Please contact me at 

xxx-xxx-xxxx or xxxx@royalroads.ca to secure your spot. 

Sincerely, 

Katherine Friedley 
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Appendix G (Continued) 

 
This study has received ethical approval from the Royal Roads University Ethics Review 

Board. 

Researcher: Katherine Friedley 
Master of Arts in Interdisciplinary Studies Student, Royal Roads University, Victoria BC. 
Contact information: x-xxx-xxx-xxxx; xxxx@royalroads.ca 
 
Type of Study: Master of Arts in Interdisciplinary Studies Thesis 
 
Name of Study: Strength from Adversity: Adventure-based outdoor programs, resilience, 
and divorce 
 
For more information about the study, please contact: 

 

Katherine Friedley, MA in Interdisciplinary Studies student, Royal Roads University, Victoria 
British Columbia 

Contact information: x-xxx-xxx-xxxx; xxxx@royalroads.ca 

 

To verify my credentials, or for more information about the ethical approval process, please 
contact: 

Dr. Mary Bernard, Professor, Doctor of Social Sciences Program, College of Interdisciplinary 
Studies, Royal Roads University, Victoria British Columbia 
Contact information: x-xxx-xxx-xxxx; xxxx@royalroads.ca 

Matthew Heinz, Vice Provost, Graduate and Interdisciplinary Studies, Royal Roads University, 
Victoria British Columbia 

Contact information: x-xxx-xxx-xxxx; xxxx@royalroads.ca 

Gina Armellino, Research Ethics Coordinator, Royal Roads University Office of 
Research Ethics 

Contact information: x-xxx-xxx-xxxx ext. xxxx; xxxx@royalroads.ca 
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Appendix H 

Recruitment Poster 
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Appendix I 

Participant Selection Interview Guide 

 

1. What first caught your attention about this weekend? 

• Why are you keen to participate? 

2. What activities do you do on a regular basis to maintain your fitness? 

3. In order to tailor the activities for the weekend event, describe any outdoor experience 

you have had.  

4. Describe your experience with outdoor activities in cold or wet weather. 

5. If you had a goal for this weekend, what would it be? 

6. How do you feel about interacting with a male instructor? 

7. How do you feel about your story being part of a thesis? 

8. If selected, how do you plan on getting yourself to Radium on November 30? 
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Appendix J 

 

Wilderness Weekend 

Equipment List 

 
The weather is unpredictable at this time of the year, so bring clothing appropriate for cold, snowy 
days.  
 
We hope to be hiking, but if there’s too much snow, we’ll be snowshoeing.  
 
The yurts are equipped with wood stoves, but it could get cold towards morning, so make sure 
your sleeping bag is capable of withstanding freezing weather (a three-season bag at least). 
 
Remember: You have to pack your gear approximately 1km into camp. (You are welcome to 
make multiple trips, but that’s entirely up to you.) 
 
Before we hike out to the Hot Springs on Sunday, we will be returning our gear to our vehicles, 

(so no schlepping everything across the mountain �) 
 
Most of the items listed below are the minimum gear for a backpacking excursion. I will assume 
you have suitable clothing (base layers, jacket, socks, hat, etc) but get in touch with me if you 
need guidance. Contact me asap if you don’t have any of the following equipment, or need advice 
on what to bring. 

 

Clothing 

 
Think “three layers” of clothing: a base layer, a middle layer for insulation, and an external layer 
for weather resistance. 
 

• Base layers (long sleeve top + bottoms) 

• Fleece/warm jacket  

• Waterproof outer layer jacket + pants  

• Extra socks 

• Warm hat  

• Gloves/mittens 

• Buff/neck warmer 

• Boots   
o Hiking, suitable for cold conditions, preferably waterproof 
o Winter boots, suitable for snowshoeing 
o Indoor shoes (crocs, slippers) 

• Sleeping attire 

• Swimsuit (if you plan on swimming in the hot springs on Sunday; or rent a historic 
suit for only $1.90) 

• Sunglasses 

• Gaiters (optional) 

•  
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Sleeping Gear 

 

The yurts have mattresses. Accommodations = 2 yurts that sleep 3 in each yurt  
 

• Sleeping bag, rated 3-season minimum 

• Pillow or pillowcase (to stuff to make a pillow) 
 

Personal Items 

• Toiletries 

• Hand towel/facecloth  

• Towel for swimming (optional – available for rent at the Hot Springs) 

• Notebook and pen/pencil 

• Personal first aid equipment (blister bandages, antibiotic cream etc) 
 

Hiking Gear 

• Backpack – a daypack size (20 – 25 litres); you may want to use a duffel or similar 
to pack gear into the yurts on Friday night 

• Jackknife/Swiss Army knife/Leatherman 

• Head Lamp (with fresh batteries) 

• Insulated mug 

• Plate/bowl 

• Knife/fork/spoon (or a spork or foon) 

• Water bottle/water bladder 

• Hiking poles (optional) 

• Snowshoes (if you have them; don’t need to purchase them especially for this trip) 

• Navigation equipment (optional, if you have any eg. GPS, compass, inReach; we 
will have various navigation equipment on hand, so don’t go out and purchase 
anything especially for this trip)  

• Survival blanket 

• Fire starter (lighter, waterproof matches) 

• Ice grippers (if you have them) 
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Wilderness Weekend Program 

Day Time Activity Location Comment 

Friday 4pm Meet up  Big Horn Café, 
Radium 

 

4.30pm Move to Radius 
Retreat 

  

5pm Move into yurts As shown, The 
Hollow and The 
Burrow 

Collect extra equipment 
from Control Yurt (The 
Drey) 

6.30pm Supper The Drey  

7.30pm Program overview 
 

 Yurt rules 
group and incident 
management 

Saturday 8am Breakfast The Drey  

9am Lesson: The 10 
Essentials 

The Drey  

9.45 – 
10am 

Coffee break   

10am – 
12pm 

Lesson:  Basic 
Navigation 

The Drey Bring lesson paperwork, 
compass and GPS if you 
have them 

12 – 1pm Lunch   

1 – 4 pm Navigation 
exercise 

Radius Retreat area First group at 1pm, 
second group 1.15pm. 
Take backpacks 

4.30pm Tea and cookies The Drey  

5-6pm Lesson: Fires The Drey Afterwards prepare yurt 
fires 

6.30pm  Supper  Timing to be confirmed 

Later Smores!   

Sunday 8am Breakfast The Drey  

9 – 10 am Lesson: Apps and 
GPS 

The Drey Bring GPS and phones 

10-11am Route planning The Drey  

11am – 
12pm 

Pack up  Move belongings to 
vehicles, less backpacks 
for walk. 

12pm Depart for hot 
springs 

 On foot 

1.30pm Arrive hot springs  Swim / spa 

2.30 pm  Transfer back to 
vehicles at Radius 
Retreat 

 Depart for home 
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Wilderness Weekend 

Research Participant Consent Form 

 

Researcher: Katherine Friedley, MA in Interdisciplinary Studies student, Royal Roads 
University, Victoria British Columbia 

Contact Information: x-xxx-xxx-xxxx; xxxx@royalroads.ca 

Name of project: Strength from adversity: Adventure-based outdoor programs, resilience, and 

divorce 

Type of project: Master of Arts in Interdisciplinary Studies thesis 

Academic Supervisor: Dr. Mary Bernard, Professor, Doctor of Social Sciences Program, College 

of Interdisciplinary Studies, Royal Roads University, Victoria British Columbia 

Contact information: x-xxx-xxx-xxxx; xxxx@royalroads.ca 

 

Agreement to participate, details of study, and use of study data: 

This document constitutes an agreement to participate in my research project called “Strength 

from adversity: Adventure-based outdoor programs, resilience, and divorce”. Results from this 

research will be used in a thesis as partial fulfillment of the requirements for my master’s degree 

in Interdisciplinary Studies, and will be published through the Royal Roads University library. 

This study may be the subject of future journal articles, and will also inform the design of outdoor 

programs, which I will offer commercially in the future. I can email you a copy of the completed 

study, if you wish. 

You will be part of a group participating in a wilderness skills weekend November 30 – December 

2, 2018 at Radius Retreat (www.radiusretreat.com) near Radium Hot Springs British Columbia. 

The group will meet by 4pm on Friday November 30, 2018 at Big Horn Café in Radium Hot 

Springs (www.bighorncafe.net), transfer to the Radius Retreat, and hike or snowshoe into the yurt 

accommodations, a distance of no more than 1km. We will learn and practice wilderness skills on 

Saturday and Sunday morning, and hike or snowshoe to Radium Hot Springs Pools on Sunday 

afternoon, and then be transferred back to our vehicles. 

Guiding and Instruction: 

Weekend guiding and instruction will be provided by my husband Adrian Pery, who served 30 

years in the British Military and has experience in mountain leadership (summer and winter), 

navigation, and basic survival. He has completed Arctic survival courses, is an experienced 

backcountry mountaineer, hiker, and camper, and has also qualified as a skiing, sailing, sub-aqua  
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diving, and paddle board instructor, and is training to be a paragliding instructor. He is qualified in 

Wilderness First Aid.  

Details of your participation: 

We will meet online or via telephone prior to the adventure, and I will ask you questions about 

your divorce and how it has affected your life, about your prior experience with outdoor activities 

or programs, and how your resilience has been affected by your divorce. This interview should 

take approximately 30 minutes. This interview will be audio recorded. 

You will also be asked to complete two short (14 question) questionnaires that will assess your 

level of resilience both pre- and post-adventure. I will distribute a questionnaire to you before we 

begin the adventure, and one when we return from the adventure. By completing and submitting 

these questionnaires, I will assume you have given consent. Each questionnaire should take 

approximately three to five minutes to complete.   

During the adventure, you will be asked to reflect upon your daily experiences. You can either do 

written notes and give them to me at the end of the weekend, or do an audio recording. 

You will be asked to participate in a focus group approximately two weeks after the adventure, 

which will help me understand your thoughts about the program, and how it might be structured to 

help women cope with divorce. The focus group interview should last approximately one hour and 

will be audio recorded. 

Confidentiality: 

All information collected from you will be maintained in the strictest confidence, and I will ensure 

your anonymity by using pseudonyms. The only people who will have access to this information 

will be me and my academic advisors. All data related to this study will be kept in a locked 

cabinet in my home office during the study, and for two years after the study in a secure locked 

cabinet located at the Office of Interdisciplinary Studies at Royal Roads University, and then 

destroyed.  

Expenses: 

Expenses directly related to the study including accommodations at Radius Retreat, food, guiding 

and instructional services, liability insurance, and equipment rentals if required, will be covered, in 

exchange for your participation. You are responsible for your own travel to and from Radium Hot 

Springs.  

Risks and requirements: 

Wilderness First Aid-trained people will be on site, but medical assistance, aside from first aid, 

may not be readily available. Even though safety precautions will be followed, there are inherent 

risks associated with outdoor adventure activities, including but not limited to hiking in rugged or 

steep terrain (risk of slipping/falling), avalanches and rock falls, isolation from medical facilities, 

difficult evacuation, equipment failure, weather conditions (extreme heat and/or  
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seasonable cold), lightning, wild animals, poisonous plants, insects, equipment malfunctions, or 

mechanical breakdowns, By signing this consent form, you assume all liability for any injury 

or misadventure.  

You will be asked to sign a waiver of liability which will once again inform you of these risks.  

We advise you to seek your physician’s approval before participating in this adventure. 

You must be fit enough to hike 10 kilometers on moderate terrain with a 10 pound backpack. 

I understand that discussing your divorce may bring up difficult emotions, and you are not 

obligated to answer any questions that make you uncomfortable. You will be able to access 

professional counselling services through CounsellingBC (www.counsellingbc.com) at the end of 

the adventure, if needed, at your own cost.  

Voluntary participation and withdrawal from study: 

Participating in this research is entirely voluntary. You do not have to answer any questions you 

do not wish to, and you can withdraw from the study at any time up until seven days after the 

focus group interview. 

If you decide to withdraw from this study after the post-adventure focus group interview, you may 

do so by contacting me by email at xxxx@royalroads.ca or by phoning x-xxx-xxx-xxxx. Any data 

collected from you prior to your departure from the study will be destroyed immediately. 

  

If you have any questions about this study, please contact me directly. 

By signing this letter, you give your free and informed consent to participate in this study. 

Name: (please print) ___________________________________________  

Signed: _____________________________________________________  

Date: ________________________________________________________ 
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CONSENT TO AUDIO RECORDING & TRANSCRIPTION 

 

Researcher: Katherine Friedley, MA in Interdisciplinary Studies student, Royal Roads 
University, Victoria British Columbia 

Contact Information: x-xxx-xxx-xxxx; xxxx@royalroads.ca 

Name of project: Strength from adversity: Adventure-based outdoor programs, resilience, and 

divorce 

Type of project: Master of Arts in Interdisciplinary Studies thesis 

Academic Supervisor: Dr. Mary Bernard, Professor, Doctor of Social Sciences Program, College 

of Interdisciplinary Studies, Royal Roads University, Victoria British Columbia 

Contact information: x-xxx-xxx-xxxx; xxxx@royalroads.ca 

 

This study involves the audio recording of your pre-adventure interview and your post-adventure 
focus group interview. Neither your name nor any other identifying information will be associated 
with the audio recording or the transcript. Only the research team (the researcher and her 
supervisor) will be able to listen to the recordings. 

The tapes will be transcribed by the researcher and erased once the transcriptions are checked for 
accuracy. Transcripts of your interview may be used in whole or in part for use in written products 
(a thesis) that result from this study, may be used in journal articles, and will inform the design of 
outdoor programs, which the researcher may offer in the future. Neither your name nor any other 
identifying information (such as your voice) will be used in written products resulting from the 
study. 

If you feel uncomfortable at any time, you can ask that the recording equipment be 
switched off.  
 

By signing this form, I am allowing the researcher to audio tape me as part of this research. 

I also understand that this consent for recording is effective until the following date: 

December 31, 2019  

On or before that date, the tapes will be destroyed. 

 

Name (please print): ____________________________________________________________ 

 

Participant's Signature: ___________________________________________Date:___________ 
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Name 
 

Last 

 

First 

 

Initial 

 
   

 
Address 

 

Street 

 
City 

 
Prov/State 

 
Country 

 
Code 

Email 

Address 

 

Date of 
Birth 

 

Year 

 

Month 

 

Day 

 

Age 

Telephone  
Home 

 
Office 

 
Mobile 

Trip Date  
Year 

 
Month 

 
Day 

 

     TO:   ;  ; KATHERINE FRIEDLEY; ADRIAN PERY; and their directors, officers, employees, guides, agents,             

 independent contractors, subcontractors, representatives, successors and assigns (all of whom are hereinafter collectively referred 

 to as "the Releasees") 

 WILDERNESS ACTIVITIES 

 In this Release Agreement, the term "wilderness activities" shall include but is not limited to: hiking, touring, snowshoeing, 
 walking, rock climbing, expeditions, trekking, and all activities, services and use of facilities either provided by or by the 
 Releasees including orientation and instructional sessions or classes, transportation, accommodation, food and beverage, 
 and water supply, and all travel by or movement around vehicles and camping or overnight stays in the outdoors. 
 In this Release Agreement, the term “Negligence” includes the failure by the Releasees to use such care as a reasonably 
 prudent and careful mountain guide/instructor would use under similar circumstances, or breach of any other duty of care 
 imposed by law. 

 I AM AWARE OF THE RISKS, DANGERS AND HAZARDS ASSOCIATED WITH WILDERNESS ACTIVITIES AND I FREELY ACCEPT 

 AND FULLY ASSUME ALL SUCH RISKS, DANGERS AND HAZARDS AND THE POSSIBILITY OF PERSONAL INJURY, DEATH, 

 PROPERTY DAMAGE OR LOSS RESULTING THEREFROM. 

 I DECLARE MYSELF TO BE PYSICALLY FIT AND SUFFERING FROM NO CONDITION, IMPAIRMENT, DISEASE, OR OTHER 

 ILLNESS THAT WOULD PREVENT OR IMPAIR MY PARTICIPATION IN THIS TRIP. I ACKNOWLEDGE I HAVE BEEN ADVISED TO 

 SEEK MY PHYSICIAN’S APPROVAL BEFORE PARTICIPATING IN THIS ACTIVITY.  

 NON-SCHEDULED OR EMERGENCY EVACUATION, RESCUE OR FIRST AID 

 I acknowledge and agree that all expenses associated with non-scheduled or emergency evacuation, rescue or first aid 
 will be my responsibility and will not be covered by the Releasees. 

[Title] 

RELEASE OF LIABILITY, WAIVER OF CLAIMS, ASSUMPTION OF RISKS AND INDEMNITY 

AGREEMENT 

(hereinafter the “Release Agreement”) 

BY SIGNING THIS DOCUMENT YOU WILL WAIVE OR GIVE UP CERTAIN LEGAL RIGHTS, 

INCLUDING THE RIGHT TO SUE OR 

TO CLAIM COMPENSATION FOLLOWING AN ACCIDENT 

 

PLEASE READ CAREFULLY! 

 

 

 

SIGNATURE OF CLIENT 
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 ASSUMPTION OF RISKS – ALPINE TERRAIN, WILDERNESS TRAVEL, WEATHER 

 I am aware that participation in wilderness activities involves many risks, dangers and hazards. The terrain 
 used for wilderness activities is uncontrolled, unmarked, not inspected, and involves many risks, dangers and 
 hazards. These may include but are not limited to hiking in rugged or steep terrain; risks of slipping and/or 
 falling; drowning; lightning; cliffs; trees, tree wells; tree stumps; forest dead fall; creeks; rocks; rockfall; 
 boulders; holes and depressions on or below the snow surface; equipment failure; encounters with dangerous 
 or poisonous flora and fauna; impact or collision with other persons; becoming lost or separated from one’s party 
 or guide; negligence of other persons; and NEGLIGENCE ON THE PART OF THE RELEASEES, INCLUDING 
 THE FAILURE BY THE RELEASEES TO TAKE REASONABLE STEPS TO SAFEGUARD OR PROTECT 
  ME FROM THE RISKS, DANGERS AND HAZARDS OF WILDERNESS 

 ACTIVITIES. Communication in the alpine terrain may be difficult, and in the event of an accident or illness, 

 rescue, medical treatment and evacuation may not be available or may be delayed. Alpine weather 
 conditions may be extreme and can change rapidly and without warning. Disease may arise from the 
 increased difficulty in maintaining personal hygiene. 

 RELEASE OF LIABILITY, WAIVER OF CLAIMS AND INDEMNITY AGREEMENTIn consideration of the Releasees 

 allowing me to participate in wilderness activities as defined in this Release Agreement, and for other good and valuable 

 consideration, the receipt and sufficiency of which is acknowledged, I hereby agree as follows: 

2. TO HOLD HARMLESS AND INDEMNIFY THE RELEASEES from any and all liability for any property damage or personal 
 injury to any third party resulting from my participation in wilderness activities; 

3. This Release Agreement shall be effective and binding upon my heirs, next of kin, executors, administrators, assigns and 
representatives, in the event of my death or incapacity; 

4. This Release Agreement and any rights, duties and obligations as between the parties to this Release Agreement shall be 
 governed by and interpreted solely in accordance with the laws of the province where the wilderness activities take place and 
 no other jurisdiction; and 

5. Any litigation involving the parties to this Release Agreement shall be brought solely within the province where the wilderness 
 activities take place and shall be within the exclusive jurisdiction of the Courts of that province. 

6. In entering into this Release Agreement I am not relying on any oral or written representations or statements made by the 
 Releasees with respect to the safety of wilderness activities, other than what is set forth in this Release Agreement. 

 I CONFIRM THAT I HAVE READ AND UNDERSTOOD THIS RELEASE AGREEMENT PRIOR TO SIGNING IT, AND I AM AWARE 

 THAT BY SIGNING THIS RELEASE AGREEMENT I AM WAIVING CERTAIN LEGAL RIGHTS WHICH I OR MY HEIRS, NEXT OF KIN, 

 EXECUTORS, ADMINISTRATORS, ASSIGNS AND REPRESENTATIVES MAY HAVE AGAINST THE RELEASEES.  

      

 

 

 

RELEASE OF LIABILITY, WAIVER OF CLAIMS, ASSUMPTION OF RISKS AND INDEMNITY AGREEMENT 

(hereinafter the “Release Agreement”) 

BY SIGNING THIS DOCUMENT YOU WILL WAIVE OR GIVE UP CERTAIN LEGAL RIGHTS, INCLUDING 

THE RIGHT TO SUE OR TO CLAIM COMPENSATION FOLLOWING AN ACCIDENT 

 

PLEASE READ CAREFULLY! 

 

 

SIGNATURE OF CLIENT 

 
1. TO WAIVE ANY AND ALL CLAIMS that I have or may in the future have against the Releasees and TO 

RELEASE THE RELEASEES from any and all liability for any loss, damage, expense or injury including 
death that I may suffer, or that my next of kin may suffer as a result of my participation in wilderness 
activities, DUE TO ANY CAUSE WHATSOEVER, INCLUDING NEGLIGENCE, BREACH OF 
CONTRACT, OR BREACH OF ANY STATUTORY OR OTHER DUTY OF CARE, INCLUDING ANY 
DUTY OF CARE OWED UNDER ANY APPLICABLE OCCUPIER’S LIABILITY LEGISLATION ON 
THE PART OF THE RELEASEES, AND FURTHER INCLUDING THE FAILURE ON THE PART OF 
THE RELEASEES TO TAKE REASONABLE STEPS TO SAFEGUARD OR PROTECT ME FROM THE 

RISKS, DANGERS AND HAZARDS OF WILDERNESS ACTIVITIES REFERRED TO ABOVE; 

 

Signature  



WOMEN, DIVORCE, RESILIENCE, AND OUTDOOR PROGRAMS 173 
 

Appendix N (Continued) 

MEDICAL 
INFORMATION 

FORM 
 

 

 

 
 EMERGENCY CONTACT 

 
NAME 

  

Relationship 

 
TELEPHONE 

 

HOME 

 

Office 

 

Mobile 

 
 
MEDICAL INFORMATION 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 
Name 

 

 
Last 

 

 
First 

 

 
Initial 

Date of 
Birth 

 
 

Year 

 
 

Month 

 
 

Day 

 
 

Age 

 
ALLERGIES 

 

 
MEDICATION

S 

 

 
MEDICAL 

CONDITIONS 

 

 
FAMILY 

DOCTOR 

  
 

Phone 

 

MEDICAL 

INSURANCE NUMBER 

AND CARRIER 

 

IS THERE ANY OTHER 
HEALTH OR MEDICAL 

INFORMATION YOU WANT US 
TO KNOW ABOUT 
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CONFIDENTIALITY AGREEMENT 

Wilderness Weekend  

Thesis Research by Katherine Friedley 

 

 
 
All personal and other confidential information accumulated by the skills instructor, program 
assistants, and focus group faciliator will be used only in the performance of research project 
functions, and must not be disclosed to anyone other than persons authorized to receive it, both 
during a project period and beyond it.   
 
Recorded information in all formats is covered by this agreement. Personal information includes 
names, contact information, opinions, and any other information of identifiable individuals.   
 
Personal information will only be collected, recorded, corrected, accessed, altered, used, disclosed, 
retained, secured and destroyed as directed by the project supervisor.   
 
Instructors and assistants who are uncertain whether information is personal or confidential will 
check with the supervisor. 
 
 
 
 

Statement of Agreement 

 
I have read and understand this agreement. 
     
 
 
 
______________________________________________________________ 
Name     Signature    Date 

 
 
 
 


