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Abstract:  Adventure-Based Therapy (ABT) is a treatment intervention in Recre-
ational Therapy (RT) that has the capacity to produce a variety of physical, psychologi-
cal, cognitive, and social outcomes. While there is research on the potential benefits of 
ABT and ropes course experiences, there is a lack of research on which course types 
lead to specific results, which may result in inconsistent programming. The purpose 
of this mixed-methods study was to determine the impact of a static belay high ropes 
course experience on self-efficacy and to explore the different parts of the course expe-
rience that were beneficial in developing self-efficacy. Assessments reflected a signifi-
cant increase in self-efficacy following the ropes course experience. Focus groups and 
follow-up interviews reflected the different factors of ropes course experiences that led 
to the differences between pre- and postassessment scores. These results supported 
that high ropes course programming can impact self-efficacy development, includ-
ing mastery experiences, vicarious experiences, verbal persuasion, and emotional and 
physiological arousal. Based on these findings, recreational therapists should consider 
the use of the high ropes course as a tool to improve self-efficacy. Additional implica-
tions for practice and future research are included.     
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Experiential education is based on 
the concept of learning by doing through 
hands-on experiences (Association for 
Experiential Education, 2014; Dewey, 
1938). The concepts of experiential 
learning impact cognitive, affective, and 
physical domains and relate to combining 
knowledge, skills, and/or attitudes. Expe-
riential learning is an important compo-
nent of outdoor adventure programming 
(OAP). Facilitators structure programs 
around both group and individual par-
ticipant goals and apply the adventure 
experience to everyday life. OAP is be-
coming increasingly popular as a treat-
ment intervention in recreational therapy 
for a variety of populations. For example, 
OAP has been used as an intervention for 
injured service members to aid in transi-
tioning back into civilian life (Hawkins, 
Cory, & Crowe, 2011), as well as being 
used as an intervention for individuals 
with psychological disabilities (Norton et 
al., 2014). As more programs offer OAP, 
it is important to understand the specific 
outcomes related to their use with differ-
ent populations. Ropes courses, a type 
of OAP, have increased in popularity 
amongst camps, schools, hospitals, and 
community based programs throughout 
the United States (Outdoor Foundation, 
2014). One of the potential outcomes re-
sulting from OAP and specifically high 
ropes courses (HRC) is increased self-ef-
ficacy. However, there is little research on 
HRC and self-efficacy. Thus, the purpose 
of this study was to determine the both 
short and long term impact of HRCs on 
task specific and generalized self-efficacy 
as well as determining the different as-
pects of the HRC experience that influ-
ence changes in self-efficacy.

Literature Review

Ropes Course Fundamentals 
High ropes courses (HRC), defined as 

a series of elevated, interconnected, indi-
vidual obstacles or elements, are designed 
to engage participants on multiple areas of 
functioning, including physical, psycho-
logical, intellectual, and social domains 
(Association for Experiential Education, 
2004). This is accomplished through the 
utilization of obstacles made from cables, 
ropes, logs, wood, and climbing holds. In 
the United States, courses and equipment 
are maintained based primarily on safety 
regulations developed by the Association 
of Challenge Course Technology (2004), 
and are regulated by a variety of organi-
zations. HRC are distinguished as being 
greater than 13 feet off ground level, and 
are separated into static and dynamic 
courses: a static course is a series of inter-
connected elevated elements in which the 
participant uses a self-belay system; dy-
namic courses typically are stand-alone 
elements with participants being belayed 
through the element (Rohnke, Wall, Tait, 
& Rogers, 2003). The primary goal of 
a HRC is for the participant to transfer 
skills and perspectives into everyday life 
(Haras, Bunting, & Witt, 2005) in areas 
such as leadership, confidence, and self-
esteem (Goldenberg et al., 2000). Based 
on the goals of a HRC, it is possible that 
self-efficacy may be impacted. 

Bandura (1977) defined self-efficacy 
as an individual’s belief in his or her per-
sonal competence in a specific task. Self-
efficacy is based on one’s expectations of 
how well he/she will perform in a task. 
These expectations are a major influence 
for an individual’s choice in activities, 
the level of participation and effort given 
in each activity, and how long he or she 
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will continue to persist in a stressful situ-
ation (Bandura, 1986). Bandura (1977, 
1986, 1994) identified four factors that 
impact self-efficacy perceptions; mas-
tery experiences, vicarious experiences, 
verbal persuasion, and emotional and 
physiological arousal. Mastery experi-
ences, attained through accomplishing a 
physical task, are the most influential on 
developing high self-efficacy (McGowan, 
1986). Vicarious experiences are attained 
through observing other individuals per-
form tasks successfully without adverse 
consequences. Verbal persuasion occurs 
when other individuals communicate 
that a participant can be successful in a 
stressful situation based on recognition 
of previous accomplishments (Bandura, 
1977), and can be accomplished through 
coaching and encouragement. Emotional 
and physiological arousal is the body’s re-
sponse to a stressful situation (Bandura, 
1977, 1986). Fear, anxiety, and confidence 
are emotional responses while shaking 
legs, sweating, and increased heart rate 
are physiological responses to the per-
ceived stress. These factors influence an 
individual’s expectations for how he or 
she will perform in a stressful environ-
ment or in accomplishing a difficult task 
(Bandura, 1977).  

In OAP, intentional programming 
is used to focus on developing specific 
participant outcomes through structured 
debriefing questions and activities, ele-
ments and additional challenges based 
on individual capabilities, and reinforc-
ing peer encouragement and motivation. 
Through intentional programming, all 
four of the factors that Bandura named 
for self-efficacy development can be ad-
dressed in HRC programming: mastery 
experiences (personal success in ropes 
course experiences), vicarious experienc-

es (modeled behavior), verbal persuasion 
(verbal reinforcement and direction from 
peers and facilitators), and emotional and 
physiological arousal (perceived risk and 
accomplishment). 

Task-specific self-efficacy is the be-
lief one has that he or she can manage a 
specific situation. In high ropes-specific 
task self-efficacy, perspectives of success 
are influenced by an individual’s belief 
that he or she can manage the equip-
ment properly, control anxiety, problem 
solve through the elements, and finish 
the course. Task-specific self-efficacy 
improves as an individual’s belief that 
he or she is capable of accomplishing a 
HRC increases; this occurs when the par-
ticipant faces fears and completes tasks 
successfully. The participant then takes 
this experience and applies it to a larger 
scope. The overall experience of over-
coming fears and working through a dif-
ficult situation becomes a mastery experi-
ence that is applicable to the beliefs the 
individual holds about what he or she is 
capable of accomplishing in general, re-
sulting in generalized self-efficacy (Ban-
dura, 1977). Generalized self-efficacy 
may be influenced via the HRC experi-
ence as a result of increased task specific 
self-efficacy. Interventions that improve 
generalized self-efficacy may be benefi-
cial to recreational therapists. Thus, the 
purpose of this study was to determine 
the both short- and long-term impact of 
HRCs on task-specific and generalized 
self-efficacy as well as determining the 
different aspects of the HRC experience 
that participants perceive as influencing 
changes in self-efficacy. 

Method

A fully mixed concurrent equal sta-
tus mixed-methods design was used to 
collect and compare quantitative and 
qualitative data (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 
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2009). This design is structured so that 
the quantitative and qualitative data col-
lection occurs throughout the study dur-
ing the same intervals throughout the 
intervention, have equal weight in the 
overall research study, and the quantita-
tive and qualitative phases inform each 
other (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2009). The 
study included a traditional pretest and 
posttest design, and follow-up assess-
ment along with focus groups and tar-
geted individual interviews at follow-up. 
More specifically, stratified purposeful 
sampling was used to determine which 
participants were chosen for the follow-
up interviews. The intervention was a 
HRC located in the southeastern United 
States. This study was approved by the lo-
cal Institutional Review Board.

Intervention Site
The HRC was located at a south-

eastern university’s outdoor center and 
was utilized as the intervention site for 
this study. The HRC met the specific re-
quirements of a HRC as defined by the 
Association for Challenge Course Tech-
nology (ACCT). The HRC is based on the 
Challenge by Choice® principle, which 
encourages individuals to accept new 
challenges, while recognizing limitations 
and potential negative impact of distress 
(Association for Experiential Educa-
tion, 2004). Facilitators identify personal 
goals through discussion with each group 
member, which is standard for this HRC 
program. Clients of the HRC are groups 
associated with the university, outside 
student groups, corporate groups, and 
camp groups. The majority of participants 
in this study were students from the uni-
versity and outside collegiate programs. 
The Principal Investigator (PI) was a RT 
master’s student, who participated as a 
facilitator for every group involved in the 
study. Each group worked with one-two 
other HRC facilitators in addition to the 

PI who were trained according to ACCT 
standards. 

Procedure and Intervention
After an introduction to the site, the 

HRC program and philosophy, the PI 
introduced the study, received written 
informed consent, and administered the 
assessments to study participants. Par-
ticipation in the research portion of the 
HRC was voluntary, and did not limit 
participation on the course for those who 
declined to be involved in the research 
study. 

After completion of the pretest as-
sessment, participants were instructed in 
the proper use of the static belay system 
and equipment through “ground school.” 
In ground school, participants were in-
structed in the proper use of a partici-
pant harness, helmet, and static belay 
system. The static belay system used two 
adjustable static ropes that connected the 
participant to each element with double 
locking snap hooks. The first course ele-
ment was an inclined log that rises from 
ground level to approximately six feet 
off of the ground. The participants used 
their self-belay system in addition to 
a dynamic belay system, where the fa-
cilitator belayed the individual from the 
ground. The participants then progressed 
through the course, which had two dif-
ferent options of length (“long way” and 
“short way”), utilizing their self-belay 
system and asking facilitators to transfer 
between elements. Using Rohnke’s (2012) 
definition of course elements, the “long 
way” included the Burma Bridge, Hee-
bie Jeebie, Island Hopping (Indiana Jones 
Bridge), Multi-Vine (Tarzan’s Vine Walk), 
Cat Walk, and the “Thran” (not defined 
by Rohnke). The Thran was a three-inch 
diameter braided rope that crosses half-
way between two trees twenty feet apart, 
with a belay cable above. The “short 
way” removes Heebie Jeebie, and Multi 
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Vine, with the Postman’s Walk acting as 
a shortcut between elements, it included 
the Burma Bridge, Postman’s Walk, Cat 
Walk, and the Thran. After the Thran, a 
facilitator transferred the participants to 
a zip line pulley, still utilizing the self-be-
lay system as a secondary system, and the 
participants rode the zipline to a ladder 
where they finished the course and re-
moved the self-belay system. The course 
progressed from ground level at the be-
ginning of the incline log to approximate-
ly forty feet off of the ground.  Depending 
on the amount of time remaining in the 
group’s scheduled time, participants were 
allowed to complete the course a second 
time if they desired before completing the 
assessments. 

Following individual completion of 
the course, the study participants com-

pleted the assessments a second time. 
After all group members completed the 
course and assessments (for those who 
consented), the facilitators debriefed the 
experience. While the HRC facilitators 
oversaw the initial debrief, the PI com-
pared the scores of the pre- and posttest 
assessments, comparing overall differ-
ences in totals. The debrief used open 
ended questions and was tailored to each 
of the groups participating in the HRC 
and addressed how the experience was 
applicable in everyday life. For example, 
a group of incoming college freshmen 
discussed how encouragement and ask-
ing others for support was an important 
component to apply to their upcoming 
transition.  

See Figure 1 for more information on 
the mixed methods design.

Figure 1. Mixed-Methods Design
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Sample. Individuals eligible to par-
ticipate in this study were at least eighteen 
years old, participated in a ropes course 
event between the dates of August 1, 2014 
and September 30, 2014, and attempted 
the ropes course. Potential participants 
were excluded from this study if they did 
not consent to participate, were less than 
eighteen, or did not attempt to participate 
in the course.  

Next, participants who had agreed to 
the study were separated to complete the 
posttreatment focus group. There were 
five focus groups that lasted approxi-
mately 15 minutes each. The participants 
for the focus groups, which occurred im-
mediately following the HRC event, were 
primarily chosen based on their quantita-
tive assessments, focusing on individuals 
that had a substantial increase or decrease 
in assessment scores. Other participants 
were chosen based on significant experi-
ences on the course, such as taking a sub-
stantial fall, or those who had chosen to 
participate in the course multiple times. 
These focus groups’ participants offered 
different perspectives about factors that 
influenced changes in assessment scores 
as well as identifying how the factors of 
self-efficacy where seen in the HRC ex-
perience. 

Following the HRC experience and 
initial focus groups, individual par-
ticipants were chosen to respond to the 
follow-up assessments and interview 
questions. These participants were also 
chosen based on assessment results and 
significant experiences on the course 
(e.g., those who had substantial falls, par-
ticipated in the course multiple times). 
Participants were also chosen for the fol-
low-up based on focus group responses, 
for example, if a participant stated that 
he or she originally had low expectations 
about completing the course. They were 
contacted via email two weeks to one 

month following the HRC experience 
and asked to respond to the quantitative 
assessment and the follow-up interview 
questions.

Data Collection
Quantitative data collection. The 

HRC participant assessment was admin-
istered to collect demographic data, such 
as gender, date of birth, highest level of 
education, ethnicity, employment, job 
level or title, and previous HRC experi-
ence included as part of this assessment. 
The Ropes Course Specific Self-Efficacy 
Scale (RCSSES) and the New General 
Self-Efficacy Scale (NGSE) were admin-
istered to determine the impact of the 
HRC on task specific and generalized 
self-efficacy before the course introduc-
tion, immediately following completion 
of the course, and as part of the follow-up 
sent via email. 

The RCSSES has eight questions and 
utilizes a five point Likert scale, ranging 
from 1= strongly disagree to 5= strongly 
agree. The possible scores for the RCSSES 
range from 8-40 with higher scores rep-
resenting higher self-efficacy. There is 
not currently any validation information 
available for this assessment, as it was 
developed for the purpose of this study 
using Bandura’s Guide for Constructing 
Self-Efficacy Scales (Bandura, 2006). This 
scale was constructed to be similar to the 
NGSE with the same Likert scale and 
number of questions. The emphasis was 
on skills related to HRC activities and the 
ability to respond to HRC specific anxiety 
and stress.  This scale is available by con-
tacting the primary author.

The NGSE also has eight questions 
and utilizes a five point Likert scale, 
ranging from 1= strongly disagree to 5= 
strongly agree. The possible scores for the 
NGSE range from 8-40 with higher scores 
representing higher self-efficacy. It is cur-
rently the most frequently utilized gener-
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al self-efficacy scale (Scherbaum, Cohen-
Charash, & Kern, 2006). The measure has 
been validated for use with adult partici-
pants, and has been shown to have high 
predictive validity and high internal con-
sistency (Chen, Gully, & Eden, 2001). The 
reliability of the questions was tested on 
three separate occasions with alphas of 
.87, .88, and .85 (Chen et al., 2001)

Qualitative data collection. All fo-
cus groups and interviews were led by the 
PI for the entire study. The focus groups 
were semi-structured using an interview 
guide and were recorded and transcribed 
verbatim for coding and analysis. Some 
of the questions asked during the focus 
groups included “What were your antici-
pations about your participation on the 
high ropes course before you came to-
day?,” “Were you ever nervous or afraid?,” 
and “At what point did you feel nervous 
or anxious, and did it go away or change 
in intensity?” The focus groups were uti-
lized to explore the underlying reasons 
for changes in scores.

Some of the questions asked in the 
follow-up interview included “Have you 
noticed any changes in your everyday life 
that have resulted from your high-ropes 
course experience?,” and “How have you 
noticed any changes in how you approach 
difficult situations?” The follow-up in-
terview questions addressed continued 
change in self-efficacy. The follow-up in-
terviews were completed via email, and 
participants were chosen based on crite-
ria in the sample section. 

Data Mixing
Various techniques were used to 

mix the quantitative and qualitative data 
to add depth and context to the overall 
results. The quantitative data were gath-
ered and used to determine the overall 
change in self-efficacy. This information 
was then used to guide the focus group 
questions and to serve as a complement 

to the qualitative results. The pre- and 
postscores for the Ropes Course Specif-
ic Self-Efficacy Scale (RCSSES) and the 
New General Self-Efficacy Scale (NGSE) 
were calculated before the focus group 
to determine the overall trend in scores 
for the group, as well as to identify any 
substantial changes in any participant; 
this information then directed the fo-
cus group discussion. The qualitative 
data collected through the focus groups 
were utilized to build upon the quanti-
tative results and were mixed with the 
quantitative data to identify what parts 
of the experience influenced the change 
in self-efficacy scores. The demographic, 
quantitative, and qualitative data were 
utilized to identify a sample for follow-up 
that was representative of both high and 
low changes in self-efficacy. The follow-
up data were used to identify long-term 
changes in both task specific and gener-
alized self-efficacy as well as identifying 
what factors led to these changes.  These 
data mixing techniques applied during 
the data collection as well as at final anal-
ysis are common in concurrent mixed 
methods designs, albeit tailored for the 
purposes of this study (Creswell, Klassen, 
Plano Clark, & Smith, 2011; Creswell & 
Plano Clark, 2011; Morgan, 1998). 

Data Analysis
Quantitative data analysis. Demo-

graphic data were analyzed using descrip-
tive statistics calculated using SPSS v. 22. 
A paired samples t-test was used to com-
pare the group’s overall pre- and posttest 
self-efficacy scores. A second paired t-test 
was used to compare the pre- and follow-
up self-efficacy scores of the participants. 
The Pearson correlation coefficient was 
used to determine the relationship be-
tween the task specific and generalized 
self-efficacy scores. Nonparametric Wil-
coxon signed rank tests were conducted 
to determine the change between the 
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pretest and follow up scores on both the 
NGSE and RCSSES.

Qualitative data analysis. Focus 
groups were transcribed verbatim and 
coded through a deductive process to 
identify the extent to which participant 
experiences during the HRC program 
were associated with Bandura’s four fac-
tors of self-efficacy development. Two 
types of coding were used to identify 
themes from the focus group discussions, 
inductive open coding and deductive 
categorical coding. The two types of cod-
ing were used for added reliability in the 
qualitative themes. The inductive coding 
used the transcribed focus groups and 
identified reoccurring themes without 
any prior expectations of what might be 
seen in the conversations. The deductive 
coding was done second with the purpose 
of identifying how Bandura’s four factors 
of self-efficacy development emerged 
from the data about the HRC experience. 
This approach was used throughout the 
study for both the initial and follow-up 
data analysis.

Results 

Demographics
Five groups participated in the HRC 

program with approximately 13 individ-
uals in each group. The five groups that 
participated in the HRC program for this 
study consisted of two sorority groups, 
two international undergraduate stu-
dent groups, and one freshman honors 
program. Sixty-two of the 67 individuals 
participating in the HRC were eligible to 
participate in the study (over the age of 
18, attempted the ropes course). Of these, 
57 agreed to participate in the study 
(91.9% response rate), and 52 complet-
ed the pretest and posttest assessments 
(83.8% completion rate). See Table 1 for 
demographic information. Forty-two in-

dividuals were chosen to participate in 
the focus groups immediately following 
the HRC program based on the qualifi-
cations described in the sample section. 
The follow-up quantitative assessments 
were sent out two to four weeks after each 
ropes course event and completed by 
nine female participants. Responses were 
received between five and eight weeks fol-
lowing the HRC experience. The qualita-
tive follow-up interview questions were 
completed by seven of the nine partici-
pants that completed the follow-up quan-
titative assessments. 

Quantitative Results
Task-specific self-efficacy. A paired-

samples t-test was calculated to compare 
the mean pretest RCSSES score with the 
mean posttest RCSSES score. The mean 
on the pretest was 30.48 (sd = 4.56) and 
the mean on the posttest was 35.38 (sd 
= 4.64). A significant increase between 
the pretest and posttest scores was found 
(t(51) = 7.199, p < .001), indicating there 
was a positive change in task specific 
self-efficacy following the HRC experi-
ence. A nonparametric Wilcoxon signed 
ranks test examined the results of the 
mean pretest RCSSES score and the mean 
follow-up RCSSES score. The mean on 
the pretest for the RCSSES was 28.88 (sd 
= 2.59) and the mean follow-up RCSSES 
score was 33.00 (sd = 4.78). The results of 
the comparison between the pretest and 
follow-up scores trended toward signifi-
cant (Z = 1.823, p = .068).

Generalized self-efficacy. A paired-
samples t-test was calculated to compare 
the mean pretest NGSE score with the 
mean posttest NGSE score. The mean on 
the pretest was 32.33 (sd = 2.99) and the 
mean on the posttest was 34.5 (sd = 4.33). 
A significant increase between the pre-
test and posttest scores was found (t(51) 
= 4.706, p < .001), indicating that there 
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was a positive change in generalized self-
efficacy following the HRC experience. 
A nonparametric Wilcoxon signed ranks 
test examined the results of the mean pre-
test NGSE score and the mean follow-up 
NGSE score. The mean on the pretest for 
the NGSE was 31.00 (sd = 2.67) and the 
mean follow-up NGSE score was 32.88 
(sd = 2.95). A significant increase was 
found between the pretest and follow-up 
scores (Z = 2.257, p < .05). See Table 2 for 
quantitative results. 

Relationship between task specific 
and generalized self-efficacy scores. A 
Pearson correlation coefficient was cal-
culated for the relationship between task 
specific and generalized self-efficacy pre-
test scores. A strong positive correlation 
was found (r(52) = .580, p = .000), indi-
cating a significant relationship between 
the two variables. A Person correlation 
coefficient was also calculated for the 
relationship between task specific and 
generalized self-efficacy posttest scores, 

Table 1

Demographics

                    Mean                  SD 

Age 20.02 3.257 

Gender                       N          Frequency 

Male 15 28.8% 

Female 37 71.2% 

Ethnicity   

White 41 78.8% 

Asian/Pacific Islander 7 13.5% 

Other 4 7.6% 

Employment   

Student 48 86.5% 

Employed Full Time 4 7.6% 

Level of Education   

High School/GED 19 36.5% 

Some College 28 53.8% 

Bachelor’s Degree 3 5.8% 

Master’s Degree 2 3.8% 

Any Previous High-Ropes 
Experience Prior to Study 

  

No Experience 27 51.9% 

Some Experience (1-2) 20 38.5% 

Significant Experience (3+) 5 9.6% 
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and also reflected a strong positive cor-
relation (r(52) = .782, p = .000, indicating 
a significant relationship between the two 
variables, task specific and generalized 
self-efficacy. The stronger relationship at 
posttest reinforces the impact of the HRC 
and task specific self-efficacy on general-
ized self-efficacy. A relationship between 
task specific self-efficacy and generalized 
self- efficacy did not persist at follow up 
(r(8) = .284, p >.05).

Qualitative Results 
The primary focus of the qualitative 

results reflected that the components of 
self-efficacy theory (i.e., mastery experi-
ence, vicarious experience, verbal per-
suasion, and emotional and physiological 
arousal) were evident in the HRC expe-
rience and important in continuing self-
efficacy development. 

Mastery experiences. Mastery ex-
periences are considered the most influ-
ential in developing self-efficacy (Mc-
Gowan, 1986). Success or failure in an 

activity impacts one’s efficacy perspec-
tives. The impact of mastery experiences 
can also be seen when participants who 
are nervous or afraid fall on one of the 
elements. While initially a stressful situ-
ation, they often become more comfort-
able with the course and trust the equip-
ment based on that situation. For the 
majority of participants, the successful 
accomplishment of the course was a posi-
tive influence on their self-efficacy. This 
was evident at the end of each obstacle 
when the participants discussed the feel-
ing of accomplishment and the belief that 
they could complete the next challenge, 
as well as when they discussed the ap-
plication of the HRC experience to their 
everyday lives. One participant described 
the application of the overall experience 
to everyday life by stating, 

It is (applicable), because if 
there’s like, just little things like 
you don’t want to do, like you’re 
afraid to do, then you’re lazy, 
whatever, you can think back to 

Table 2

Quantitative Results             

 t df Sig. (2-tailed)

NGSE Pretest Total Score 

RCSSES Pretest Total Score - 

NGSE Pretest Total Score-

Note: *p p p
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this and, ‘Yeah, I did that, so I 
know how to do this.’

This quote demonstrates how task 
specific self-efficacy can address general-
ized self-efficacy, as well as how mastery 
experiences impact both aspects of self-
efficacy development and both can be ap-
plied to everyday life. 

For participants who completed 
the course a second time, the successful 
completion of the course changed their 
approach to the course and their willing-
ness to accept new challenges on each el-
ement. One student reinforced this con-
cept when she described the difference 
between the goals that she set from the 
first to the second time on the course. 

I feel like the first time I just sort 
of did it, and then the second 
time I really, like, tried to be bet-
ter at it. The first time my goal 
was to actually get through it 
without like smacking my face 
against a tree, the second time it 
was more like, ‘let me do this in 
the best way that I can’, like she 
said, ‘solving a puzzle’.

This quote reflects the impact of 
mastery experiences and the increased 
confidence that successfully working 
through each of the elements has on task 
specific self-efficacy.

Vicarious experiences. On a HRC, 
vicarious experiences are seen in the 
modeling of behaviors and approaches 
to the different elements. The overall suc-
cess of a group impacts the individual 
participant’s anticipation of success or 
failure. One participant remarked on the 
course that no one else in the group had 
been successful on a certain element, and 
that he chose not to attempt the element 
as a result. Another participant described 
the difficulty of going first stating, “It was 

hard going first because I didn’t have any 
like one to look at, to do, I had no idea 
what I was doing.” A participant from the 
final group also indicated the difference 
between vicarious and mastery experi-
ence stating, “It’s like I knew how to do 
the second one, cause I watched everyone 
else do it, but when you are up there, it’s 
really hard to actually do.” The group ex-
perience on the HRC overlaps with the 
components of vicarious experiences and 
verbal persuasion. Watching individuals 
on different elements, from the ground or 
from the course, is a form of a vicarious 
experience; interacting with participants 
throughout the course is a form of verbal 
persuasion. 

Verbal persuasion. Verbal persua-
sion emerged from the data and was re-
flected in the focus group discussions in 
several ways. Participants discussed how 
they were motivated on the HRC by in-
teraction with others, whether it was en-
couragement after the accomplishment of 
a difficult element or just interacting and 
joking with other group members on the 
ground. One of the students who went at 
the end of her group discussed the diffi-
culty of completing the elements without 
direction from the group, and the differ-
ence that instruction from someone who 
had completed the course had on the ac-
complishment of an element. She said, 

…I was very unbalanced on that 
one the whole way, and, I think 
at that point no one was really 
around me, so I didn’t think to 
ask anyone how they did it, so 
that’s why when I was over by 
you, I was like, ‘oh, tell me how 
to do this’, it’s no problem now…

Verbal persuasion is also particularly 
effective as a reinforcement of self-effica-
cy following the experience, which was 
seen when the participants discussed the 
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impact of other individuals’ recognition 
of their success as an influence on their 
sense of accomplishment. One partici-
pant described how other participants’ 
recognition of her success was a positive 
affirmation of her accomplishment. She 
said, “…when you’re coming down the 
zipline, everybody like cheers for you 
as you come down the zipline, it’s like, 
like not only do you recognize that you 
achieved something but like everybody 
else does too.” Verbal persuasion and en-
couragement also influence emotional 
and physiological arousal, through direc-
tion on elements, reinforcement of safety, 
or as a distraction from stress. 

Emotional and physiological 
arousal. An individual’s emotional and 
physiological arousal was reflected pri-
marily through reflections on fear of 
heights and frustrations regarding tak-
ing falls or having difficulty progress-
ing through elements. One participant 
discussed that the most difficult part for 
him was getting back up after a fall; while 
taking a fall early on is often beneficial 
in reducing stress due to increased con-
fidence in the equipment, repeated falls 
are discouraging to the participant and 
negatively impact his or her confidence 
in completing the course. One partici-
pant explained that he addressed his fear 
on the HRC by testing out the equipment. 
He said, “…it was taking a risk because I 
didn’t trust, I just wanted to test the mate-
rial and I was not afraid that I would be 
[safe] and when I saw that it [was] strong, 
there was no fear.”

Participants discussed the impact of 
fear and anxiety as both a deterrent to at-
tempting the course or an element and a 
motivator to overcome the HRC. While 
one participant explained that she decid-
ed not to attempt one of the elements after 
falling on a similar element earlier in the 
course, another participant described the 

motivation he had to complete the course 
after he had been successful throughout 
the first half and was able to better con-
trol his fears. Another student discussed 
the impact of his fear of heights had on 
his belief in his ability to finish.  He said, 
“I was definitely afraid of heights, so I 
was thinking that it would be really hard 
for me to finish it, so I was excited that 
it went as well as it did.” This example 
demonstrates how emotional and physi-
ological arousal impacted his belief that 
he could finish the course. Individuals 
who stated that they were not nervous or 
afraid also had more confidence in their 
ability to complete the course before they 
started. 

Follow-up qualitative data results. 
The majority of the participants that re-
sponded to follow-up interview questions 
described that they had seen a difference 
in how they approached stressful situa-
tions in their everyday life after the HRC. 
While one participant responded that he 
had not experienced any impact on his 
everyday life or in how he approached 
difficult situations, the other eight par-
ticipants discussed a continued impact 
on their life. One participant discussed 
the impact of the HRC on her interaction 
with peers during stressful situations say-
ing,

I find myself more confident in 
my ability to tackle obstacles. 
I am able to keep a more level 
head in stressful situations and 
know I can rely on my peers to 
lead me through my obstacles 
when they can. I also feel more 
confident in my ability to re-
main levelheaded when leading 
my peers through tough situa-
tions in which they might not 
feel so confident.
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Another participant discussed the 
continued impact of the HRC event on 
her ability to control her emotional state 
when she said,

Instead of increasing stress on 
myself as I did in the past, I at-
tempt to remain logical. I try to 
not let my emotions cloud my 
judgment and logically plan out 
how to approach the situation. I 
have learned the stressing out or 
panicking disables my ability to 
swiftly and confidently manage 
situations.

One of the participants in the final 
group discussed how her expectations for 
success in difficult situations was impact-
ed by her experience, she said, 

I try to approach difficult situ-
ations with determination and 
the belief that they can be over-
come. On the ropes course, if 
you go into an obstacle con-
vinced you can’t do it, you lose 
your balance. I think other dif-
ficult situations are similar.

One of the main topics discussed in 
the interview responses was regarding in-
teraction with others, both in increased 
confidence supporting or advising others 
and in relying on others for direction and 
emotional support. Second, participants 
discussed the difference in responding 
to difficult situations in how they ap-
proached situations. Numerous partici-
pants discussed the importance of facing 
challenges with a level head and confi-
dence to think through the situation and 
to receive feedback from others.

Mixed-7 Methods Results
Comparing the pretest and posttest 

scores before the focus groups showed 
substantial increases or decreases in self-
efficacy among individual participants. 

Focus group conversations were directed 
to address these changes to identify fac-
tors that may have influenced scores. This 
was primarily evident with individuals 
who had a substantial decrease in self-effi-
cacy during the activity. For example, one 
participant’s scores reflected a decrease of 
10 points on the NGSE, taking her initial 
score of 26 down to 16 out of 40. When 
she took a substantial fall on the course, 
she had difficulty getting back on the ele-
ment and completing the course. In the 
focus group she discussed how the fall 
on the Indiana Jones Bridge discounted 
the experience for her, and she did not 
feel as much of an accomplishment. This 
is one of the influential factors that po-
tentially influenced changes in scores, all 
participants who had to be rescued (i.e., 
receive physical assistance from a facilita-
tor) during the HRC scored lower on the 
posttest than their pretest assessment.

Another example of this is a partici-
pant who had a positive increase in both 
NGSE and RCSSES scores between the 
pre- and postassessment, and the pre- 
and follow-up assessment. She said, “I felt 
accomplished because I proved to myself 
that like, even though I used to be afraid 
of heights, now it doesn’t matter as much 
anymore as long as I tell myself that I can 
do it.” Often the fear of heights negatively 
influenced the participant’s belief that he 
or she can accomplish the HRC, but the 
positive experience associated with over-
coming fears increased self-efficacy. 

Follow-up mixed methods results 
indicated that the nine participants who 
responded sustained a higher score in 
generalized self-efficacy scores from the 
pretest and follow-up. The qualitative 
interview responses indicated that there 
was a sustained impact on self-efficacy 
from the HRC experience once partici-
pants return to everyday life, despite ex-
periencing only one HRC event. 
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Discussion

This study supported the concept 
that both task specific and generalized 
self-efficacy can be positively impacted 
through participation in HRC participa-
tion. This was seen in the comparison 
between each individual’s pre-and post- 
scores and between the comparisons of 
the group’s pre- and postscore means. The 
scores from the self-efficacy assessments 
also reflect that the task specific self-ef-
ficacy scores were related to the general-
ized self-efficacy scores, consistent with 
previous findings on the benefit of OAP 
on self-efficacy (Propst & Koesler, 1998; 
Sheard & Golby, 2006). 

The qualitative coding indicated that 
all four components of self-efficacy de-
velopment (Bandura, 1977, 1986, 1994) 
were represented in the HRC experience, 
which reinforces the use of HRCs in de-
veloping self-efficacy. Both the quantita-
tive and qualitative data reinforce the 
application of Bandura’s factors of self-
efficacy for HRC programming. 

Goldenberg et al. (2000) included 
overcoming preconceived limitations as 
an outcome in HRC experiences, which 
was supported in conversations with 
participants in this study throughout the 
HRC experience. Participants discussed 
their fears about the course and their ex-
pectations for success, and described how 
overcoming those expectations impacted 
their sense of accomplishment on the 
course.  

While the relationship between task 
specific self-efficacy and generalized self-
efficacy did not persist, the follow-up 
NGSE scores and interview responses 
reflected a sustained increase in self-effi-
cacy and a difference in how individuals 
approached their everyday lives, which 
is the primary goal of HRC participation 
(Haras, Bunting, & Witt, 2005).  The par-
ticipant responses reinforced the use of 

experiential education and the impact of 
OAP on leadership, confidence, and self-
esteem (Goldenberg et al., 2000).

Implications for Recreational Ther-
apy Practice

Recreational therapists who imple-
ment adventure based programming 
need to rely on evidence based practice 
with replicable outcomes. HRC programs 
provide an environment that can be uti-
lized for self-efficacy development. The 
participants encounter mastery experi-
ences through participation on the HRC, 
and described personal success due to the 
independent/individual challenge. Vicar-
ious experiences and verbal persuasion 
are both influenced by interacting with 
the group as a whole. Vicarious experi-
ences are provided through observing 
other group members’ progress through-
out the course on specific elements. The 
individual experiences verbal persuasion 
and reinforcement through the interac-
tions with the group, which is seen in 
advice, direction, and encouragement. 
Emotional and physiological arousal 
can be addressed through Challenge by 
Choice® and perceived risk, with facilita-
tor/recreational therapist maintaining a 
level of challenge that is appropriate for 
each participant. Facilitating a HRC ex-
perience requires monitoring the level 
of stress throughout the course. If the 
elements are too difficult, there may be a 
negative impact on the participant. Con-
versely, if the experience does not provide 
a sufficient challenge, the participant will 
have a diminished sense of accomplish-
ment and the course will have a limited 
impact on self-efficacy. 

Following the HRC, the debriefing 
questions focused on transferring the 
ropes course experience and task specific 
self-efficacy into everyday life applica-
tion and general self-efficacy. The specific 
outcomes related to self-efficacy can be 
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reinforced through the discussion and 
by intentionally identifying areas of the 
participant’s everyday life where he or she 
often encounters challenges. Recreational 
therapists can replicate the aspects of the 
HRC program that reinforce self-efficacy 
development to address self-efficacy re-
lated patient goals and objectives. With 
an increase in availability of adventure 
based programs and HRCs, there is an 
opportunity for the recreational therapy 
profession to also play a role in the devel-
opment of adventure based therapy and 
to introduce more evidence based prac-
tice related to individual types of pro-
grams and specific populations into the 
field. The use of metaphor is a commonly 
used tool to connect the OAP experience 
to everyday life and can potentially be 
used to connect self-efficacy developed 
on the HRC to self-efficacy specific to 
overcoming everyday challenges. For 
example, responding to the limitations 
of specific elements on a HRC may be 
related back to adapting to acquired dis-
abilities in everyday life.

Future Research
Future research should focus on 

applying the four components of self-
efficacy development to the HRC as an 
intervention in recreational therapy.  The 
population of this study was primar-
ily comprised of college students. Fu-
ture research on the use of HRCs as a 
treatment intervention on self-efficacy 
should include a wider representation 
demographically, including age, ethnic-
ity, ability status or health condition, and 
socio-economic status, and be applied in 
a therapeutic program setting. 

Future research should also include 
information regarding baseline self-
efficacy to determine outliers related to 
self-efficacy among the individuals par-
ticipating in the study.  Due to the nature 
of the recreational therapy process (e.g., 

assessment, planning, implementation 
and evaluation), recreational therapists 
are able to identify levels of self-efficacy 
during the assessment stage. Working 
with individuals with lower self-efficacy 
in a future study could provide more 
specific information for use with differ-
ent therapeutic settings. HRC could po-
tentially be used as an intervention for 
individuals with drug and alcohol addic-
tions and future research could focus on 
the impact of increasing generalized self-
efficacy on abstinence self-efficacy. HRC 
could also be beneficial for individuals 
with an acquired physical disability and 
future research could look at the impact 
of increased generalized self-efficacy on 
overcoming attitudinal barriers. Assess-
ment tools that measure physiological 
responses could also be used.

While this research discusses the 
impact of emotional and physiologi-
cal arousal on the development of self-
efficacy, the majority of the participants 
primarily discussed emotional responses. 
While on the course, some participants 
reflected on physiological responses such 
as shaking legs, sweating, and increased 
heart rate, but during the focus group dis-
cussion, participants primarily discussed 
emotional states such as fear, anxiety, and 
confidence. Future research potentially 
can include discussion questions that are 
more tailored to understanding physi-
ological specific responses.

This study included pre-, post-, and 
follow-up assessments along with focus 
groups immediately following the event 
and a follow-up interview, but was lim-
ited in the final component with fewer re-
spondents completing the follow-up.  Fu-
ture research should include a long-term 
component to determine the sustained 
impact of the experience on self-efficacy 
since this study had limited participation 
in the follow-up component. For exam-
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ple, offering incentives for study comple-
tion could increase participation in the 
follow-up component of a study, it could 
also be beneficial to study the impact of 
repeated HRC experiences on sustaining 
increased self-efficacy.

Limitations
Findings may provide an insight into 

the generalized benefit of HRC for self-ef-
ficacy, but due to the small scope of study, 
the results may not be generalizable. This 
study may not be fully representative of 
the population due to the types of indi-
viduals, companies, teams, or groups that 
participated in the HRC program. This 
study was also limited to an adult popu-
lation, which restricts application to chil-
dren and adolescents who participate in 
HRC experiences. Another potential lim-
itation for the study is the lack of aware-
ness about preexisting issues related to 
self-efficacy. Although data were collect-
ed before and after the treatment, there 
was no indication of abnormalities relat-
ed to self-efficacy in the individuals par-
ticipating in the study. There were some 
participants who experienced no change 
in self-efficacy, primarily among individ-
uals with a high pretest score. These indi-

viduals may have already “geared” up for 
the event, so they may have already had 
a high level of efficacy entering the HRC, 
or they may have begun with a high self-
efficacy. The task-specific self-efficacy 
scale (RCSSES) was developed following 
Bandura’s (2006) guidelines, but was not 
validated prior to the study. Finally, the 
differences in specific course elements 
and facilitator techniques will impact the 
future application to similar elements and 
courses. Facilitators were held to the As-
sociation of Challenge Course Technol-
ogy standards for future technique repli-
cation, but facilitation styles vary among 
individuals.  

Summary
This study provides insight into the 

use of HRCs as a treatment intervention 
for recreational therapists to increase 
task specific and generalized self-efficacy. 
Through both the self-efficacy assess-
ments and the focus group discussion, 
this study indicates that HRCs can be 
used in recreational therapy for self-effi-
cacy development. This study also estab-
lishes a foundation for future research by 
addressing these limitations and concen-
trating on specific populations. 
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