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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to investigate the effect of an empowerment process on psychologi-
cal empowerment toward recreation and leisure for adults with disabilities in an adaptive adven-
ture program. Research participants were a convenience sample (n = 14) of adults with disabilities 
registered for one of two 3-day dog-sledding trips. Using a single-factor, nested measures design, 
participants were involved in both treatment and control groups. This study employed two differ-
ent analyses: a paired-sample t-test and hierarchical linear modeling (HLM). While this study did 
not demonstrate a significant treatment effect, the HLM analysis did suggest that empowerment 
may be a dispositional construct versus a situational construct. Implications for both practice and 
research are discussed.
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One of the main goals inherent in most 
adaptive adventure programs is to empower 
their participants. How to accomplish this goal, 
however, is not yet fully understood. Past re-
search supports the notion that adaptive adven-
ture programs can achieve targeted develop-
mental and psychological outcomes including 
increased social skills (McAvoy, Smith, & 
Rynders, 2001), enhanced self-concept (Luck-
ner, 1989), and improved social adjustment 
(McAvoy, Schatz, Stutz, Schleien, & Lais, 
1989). Yet, little research has focused on how 
to increase perceptions of personal empower-
ment for adults with disabilities. 

A sense of empowerment may be essen-
tial for adults with disabilities who have ex-
perienced feelings of powerlessness and lack 
of control. Many people with disabilities have 
difficulty perceiving themselves as being em-
powered, which as McWhirter (1991) observed 
in the context of counseling, may restrict the 
sense of power and control people have over 
making the necessary changes in their own 
lives. As a sense of choice and control over life 
decisions (e.g. recreation and leisure experi-
ences) diminishes, the need to attain a sense 
of empowerment becomes more essential for 
adults with disabilities who experience this dif-
ficulty. Empowerment may be defined as the 
process through which powerless individuals, 
organizations, or groups learn to (a) become 
aware of their personal power; (b) develop 
control over their lives; (c) utilize this control 
without infringing upon the rights of others; 
and (d) support the empowerment of others 
(McWhirter).   For adults with disabilities, a 
higher level of empowerment is thought to be 
associated with greater control over everyday 
life events (Pensgaard & Sorensen, 2002); in-
creased self-worth (McWhirter); a higher level 
of self-determination (Sylvester, Voelkl, & El-
lis, 2001); and increased self-efficacy (Waller-
stein, 1992).  Conversely, disempowerment 
has been shown to result in the loss of self-
confidence, deficient levels of motivation, the 
absence of decision-making skills, an increase 
in stress, and an overall lower quality of life 
(Hughes, 1998).  

According to empowerment theory (Zim-
merman, 1990), there is a direct link between 
perceptions of control and psychological em-
powerment. The literature supports this rela-
tionship and suggests that perceived control 

measures can be used as an indicator, specifi-
cally, of the intrapersonal subtype of psycho-
logical empowerment (Kieffer, 1984; Speer, 
2000; Zimmerman & Rappaport, 1988). Lit-
erature indicates that adventure programs may 
be designed to increase perceptions of control 
(Cross, 2002; Hyde-Hills, 1998; Kohn, 1991), 
which can serve as a proxy measure for the 
intrapersonal subtype of psychological em-
powerment. By extension, then, a link between 
perceived control and psychological empower-
ment implies that adventure programs which 
foster perceptions of control may realize greater 
psychological empowerment outcomes among 
program participants than those programs that 
do not focus on control. Therefore, an empow-
erment process that occurs during an adaptive 
adventure education program may increase 
participants’ perceptions of control and lead to 
a greater sense of psychological empowerment 
in recreation and leisure. 

An empowerment process in an adaptive 
adventure education program may be char-
acterized by an environment in which the fa-
cilitators promote participant involvement in 
activity selection, group support, and program-
related activities. Empowerment theory sup-
ports this process, suggesting that community 
programs (i.e., adaptive adventure programs) 
that implement specific intrapersonal, interac-
tional, and behavioral components will foster 
higher levels of psychological empowerment 
than other programs that ignore these compo-
nents (Zimmerman, 1995).  Ideally, this new 
fostered sense of psychological empowerment 
may then transfer back into the participants’ 
lives and the choices they make regarding their 
recreation and leisure time.  Therefore, the pur-
pose of this study was to investigate the effect 
of an empowerment process on psychological 
empowerment toward recreation and leisure for 
adults with disabilities in an adaptive adventure 
program.

Review of Literature

Empowerment and Empowerment Theory
Empowerment. “Empowerment” is rooted 

in social action philosophy and community 
psychology (Alinsky, 1946; Freire, 1970; Rap-
paport, 1981; Zimmerman, 1990). Most of 
this early research was used to study power 
differentials within society and to help those 
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populations who were considered marginalized 
or powerless to reclaim some sense of power. 
Despite the common usage of this term, there 
appears to be little agreement on what empow-
erment actually means (Blinde & Taub, 1999; 
Hughes, 1998; McWhirter, 1991; Rappaport, 
1981; Sibthorp, 2003). To facilitate clarity, em-
powerment can be divided into three levels of 
analysis: community empowerment, organiza-
tional empowerment, and individual empower-
ment (See Figure 1). At the community level of 
analysis, empowerment focuses on the general 
needs of a community and seeks to develop the 
collective action necessary in meeting these 
needs to improve the overall quality of life of 
the community at large (Sibthorp, 2003; Zim-
merman & Warschausky, 1998). At the organi-
zational level of analysis, empowerment may 
refer to the study of member participation and 
worker structure within an organization to im-
prove the effectiveness and achievement of that 
organization. At the individual level of analy-
sis, empowerment attends to each individual’s 
ability to take control and gain mastery over 
life experiences (Rappaport, 1987).  It is sug-
gested that these areas of analysis, although 

described separately, are inherently connected 
to the others, creating cause and effect rela-
tionships (Zimmerman, 2000).  For example, 
a community that consists of individuals who 
feel empowered may lead to an empowered 
community. This interaction between the in-
dividual and the environment implies that the 
construct of empowerment is ecological in na-
ture (Rappaport, 1987). Taking into account the 
impact that environment has on perceptions of 
empowerment is what distinguished individual 
empowerment from psychological empower-
ment.

Although the term “psychological em-
powerment” had been conceptualized earlier 
(e.g., Kieffer, 1984), Zimmerman and Rappa-
port (1988) were the first to empirically test this 
construct and to officially distinguish it from 
individual empowerment. Individual empow-
erment had been criticized as being limited to 
a single paradigm and for neglecting the con-
textual nature of empowerment (Rappaport, 
1987). With this in mind, Rappaport embraced 
this notion of person-environment fit, and re-
defined psychological empowerment (PE) as 
the process through which individuals gain 

FiGURE 1. DiAGRAM oF THE EMPoWERMENT CoNSTRUCT.
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mastery and control over the factors that affect 
their lives. Focusing on the individual level of 
analysis, psychological empowerment includes 
skill development and cultural awareness, and 
it incorporates variables such as motivation 
to control, locus of control, and self-efficacy 
(Zimmerman & Rappaport). 

Psychological empowerment has been 
studied both as a variable (Kieffer, 1984; 
Rappaport, 1987; Spreitzer, 1995; Thomas & 
Velthouse, 1990; Wallach & Mueller, 2006; 
Wehmeyer, 1994) and as a construct that had 
been operationalized through scientific theory 
(Holden, Evans, Hinnant, & Messeri, 2005; 
Speer, 2000; Zimmerman, 1990; Zimmerman, 
1995; Zimmerman, Israel, Shulz, & Checko-
way, 1992; Zimmerman & Warschausky, 
1998). Theory helps to explain and predict spe-
cific phenomenon and, as such, is an essential 
component in conducting behavioral science 
research. Rappaport (1981) argued the need to 
construct a theory of empowerment, and point-
ed out that scientific theory provides a field with 
coherence, a sense of direction, and a focus of 
attention. Empowerment theory (Zimmerman, 
1990) is the guiding theoretical framework of 
this study; therefore, this research relied on 
Zimmerman’s conceptualization of psycho-
logical empowerment. 

Empowerment theory. Empowerment the-
ory (Zimmerman, 1990) links the environment 
to the individual and compels practitioners to 
think in terms of wellness instead of illness (Pe-
terson & Reid, 2003). Empowerment theory is 
an ecological theory that takes the environment 
into account while, at the same time, promotes 
proactive behaviors and participatory processes 
that engage individuals to improve their overall 
quality of life (Peterson & Speer, 2000).  There 
are three assumptions upon which empower-
ment theory is based.  First, PE differs from 
person to person. This implies that individual 
characteristics will influence the process and 
understanding of PE (Speer, 2000).  For exam-
ple, one would not expect to find that an indi-
vidual with a specific disability would have the 
same perception of what is required to increase 
his or her sense of empowerment as an indi-
vidual without a disability or even as another 
individual with the same type of disability. Sec-
ond, PE is context and population-specific. As 
mentioned earlier, levels of PE are dependent 
upon person-environment fit. For example, for 

some people with disabilities, an adaptive ad-
venture education program may be empower-
ing while, for others, this context may promote 
an overall sense of powerlessness. Third, PE is 
not a static construct; it constantly changes and 
evolves over time (Zimmerman, 1990). This 
suggests that people can be empowered at one 
point in time and then lose that empowerment 
at another point in time (Speer).

Empowerment theory divides PE into 
three subtypes: interactional, behavioral, and 
intrapersonal. Although this study focused spe-
cifically on the intrapersonal subtype, it is im-
portant to understand the other two as well. The 
interactional subtype of PE assesses the man-
ner in which people understand and relate to 
their social environments and their knowledge 
of how to succeed within those environments 
(Zimmerman, 1995). The behavioral compo-
nent of psychological empowerment involves 
the precise actions or behaviors one takes to 
exhibit social and political influence in an envi-
ronment through participation in a community 
organization (Zimmerman et al., 1992).   

The intrapersonal subtype, the main fo-
cus of this study, attends to how people think 
about themselves, and includes perceptions of 
control, motivation, self-efficacy, perceived 
competence, and mastery (Zimmerman, 1995; 
Zimmerman et al., 1992).  It includes individu-
als’ perceptions of the self and their abilities 
to influence others. Based on the findings of 
Zimmerman and Rappaport (1988), measures 
of perceived control captured the intrapersonal 
subtype of PE suggesting that perceived con-
trol may be an indicator of PE.  Perceptions of 
control play an integral role in the intrapersonal 
component because they may either encourage 
or dissuade a person from achieving a personal 
goal (Zimmerman, 1995).   

According to empowerment theory, em-
powerment can be viewed both as a process and 
as an outcome.  This distinction could become 
important when attempting to utilize empow-
erment as a measurable construct in research. 
Both the process and outcome of empowerment 
are thought to be domain-specific (Schulz, Isra-
el, Zimmerman, & Checkoway, 1995) and may 
vary from person to person (Rappaport, 1984), 
thus requiring a measurement approach that 
can capture this dynamic construct.  

Empowerment as a process.  When em-
powerment is viewed as a process, the empha-
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sis is placed on the specific program details 
and interventions that can be implemented to 
foster an overall sense of empowerment. An 
empowerment process may be characterized 
by an environment in which facilitators pro-
mote participant involvement in activity selec-
tion, group support, and all program-related 
activities.  After participating in an empower-
ment process, individuals learn to understand 
the impact they have in a specific social con-
text (Sibthorp & Arthur-Banning, 2004).  An 
empowerment processes provides people with 
opportunities to gain control over issues that 
concern them, to learn how to think critical-
ly, and to develop and practice the necessary 
skills needed to participate in decisions that af-
fect their lives (Zimmerman & Warschausky, 
1998). The goal of an empowerment process is 
to assist people in finding their strengths and 
worth within themselves so that they can be-
come more self-reliant.

Empowerment as outcome. When empow-
erment is viewed as an outcome, the focus is no 
longer on the procedures, but on the end result. 
In the context of research, empowerment as an 
outcome often takes the form of a dependent 
variable. In programmatic terms, empower-
ment becomes a target outcome. Often, and 
ideally, the result of an empowerment process 
is empowerment. Studying empowerment as an 
outcome will provide the needed insight into 
whether treatment procedures that employ an 
empowerment process really do achieve great-
er levels of empowerment.

Adventure Programs and Adults with 
Disabilities

Adventure programs for adults with dis-
abilities are increasing in popularity and they 
may provide a unique context to study the im-
pact of an empowerment process.  In the mid 
1970s, Outward Bound paved the way by be-
coming the first adventure program to offer 
services to people with physical disabilities 
(Miner & Boldt, 1981). Since then, with the 
passage of the American with Disabilities Act 
in 1990, many programs throughout the United 
States have begun to offer adventure program 
services to people with disabilities.  Adventure 
programming can be described as a sequence of 
activities or experiences that provide a group or 
an individual with compelling tasks to accom-
plish (Priest & Gass, 1997). Often, adventure 

programming includes high-risk activities such 
as rock climbing, high ropes courses, and white 
water rafting; however, this type of program-
ming may also include goal-setting, awareness 
activities, trust activities, problem-solving ac-
tivities, and processing. Either way, activities 
are geared to be both physically and psycho-
logically demanding while teaching safety and 
skill development to promote growth among 
participants (Nadler & Luckner, 1992). 

Through participation in adventure pro-
gramming, people often learn to overcome self-
imposed perceptions of their capabilities and 
they learn to turn their limitations into abilities. 
To this end, many therapeutic recreation spe-
cialists see adventure programming as an effec-
tive treatment modality that results in enhanced 
self-esteem, increased social adjustment, and 
positive behavior changes (Anderson, Schleien, 
McAvoy, Lais, & Seligman, 1997; McAvoy et 
al., 1989). Despite this perceived effectiveness, 
little is known abut the impact of an empow-
erment process on an adaptive adventure pro-
gram for adults with disabilities. 

Empowerment and Adventure Programs
Sibthorp (2003) suggested that optimal 

participant development may be achieved 
through programs that foster empowerment and 
offer opportunities for participant involvement. 
Adventure education programs may be de-
signed in a way that teaches participants to be-
come their own agents of change (Hyde-Hills, 
1998), thus resulting in an outcome of PE. To 
achieve this, one can look to the empowerment 
process suggested by Zimmerman (1990).
Within the framework of the intrapersonal 
component are mastery and decision-making.  
Mastery is necessary in a new environment and 
is best achieved by physically doing and learn-
ing new skills (Kohn, 1991; Sibthorp, 2003). 
An adventure education program may be an 
optimal environment to provide opportunities 
for involvement in both decision-making pro-
cesses and active participation.  

 Increasing one’s perceptions of control 
may be a critical step toward enhancing PE. 
Adaptive adventure programs have the unique 
structure to provide adults with disabilities the 
opportunity to make decisions and foster a sense 
of control. People who perceive themselves as 
competent, capable, and self-determining will 
be able to face and deal with life’s challenges 
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as well as influence the direction, nature, and 
benefits they will receive from their recreation 
(Ellis, Maughan-Prichett, & Ruddell, 1993). 
Adults with disabilities, however, may be often 
looked upon as incapable of controlling their 
lives or making the appropriate decisions that 
will directly impact their lives (Pensgaard & 
Sorensen, 2002). If adaptive adventure pro-
grams provide this opportunity for adults with 
disabilities, PE may increase. Thus, the follow-
ing hypotheses were examined:

H1: Participant scores of general 
recreation and leisure control will 
increase as a result of exposure to 
an empowerment process during an 
adaptive adventure program.

H2: individuals who are exposed to 
an empowerment process during a 
specific adventure activity will have 
higher levels of situation control 
than those who are not exposed to an 
empowerment process.

H3: Pre-course level of participants’ 
dispositional control will explain a 
significant portion of the variance in 
situation control.

 H4: Participant characteristic such 
as age and sex will explain a signifi-
cant portion of the variance in situ-
ational control.

Methods

Participants and Program
Participants in this study were a conve-

nience sample of 14 adults with disabilities 
who voluntarily registered for one of two 3-day 
dog-sledding trips through an adaptive adven-
ture program based in a Rocky Mountain state. 
The dog-sledding program included snow-
shoeing, dog-sledding, challenge initiatives, 
and goal-setting activities. All activities were 
adapted to the needs of the participants.  For 
example, people who had difficulty with bal-
ance used adaptive walkers with attached skis, 
and adaptive cross-county skis were provided 
to people who used wheelchairs. The majority 
of the participants lived at or near the poverty 
level and resided in the rocky mountain region. 
A variety of disabilities were represented by 
the participants including: developmental dis-

abilities (n = 12); traumatic brain injury (n = 1); 
and bi-polar disorder (n = 1).

Procedures
Using an event diary approach to data col-

lection, this study examined the relationship 
between select situational variables (the pres-
ence or absence of the empowerment process), 
individual differences (sex, age, and pretest 
score of recreation and leisure control), and the 
overall outcome variable (situational control). 
In general, this approach requires participants 
to report on an event each time it occurs (Voelkl 
& Baldwin, 2000). For example, in this study, 
participants engaged in four primary activities: 
snowshoeing, dog-sledding, challenge initia-
tives, and goal-setting. After each activity, par-
ticipants were asked to complete a self-report 
questionnaire. Using a single-factor, nested 
measures design, participants were involved in 
both treatment and control groups. Effects are 
nested if all levels of a factor (e.g. empower-
ment process) do not occur under all levels of a 
second factor (e.g. trip), thus creating an asym-
metrical design (Maxwell & Delany, 2004). For 
example (see Table 1), participants on the first 
trip were exposed to the empowerment process 
(treatment) during both the dog-sledding and 
snowshoeing activities; however, during the 
challenge initiative and goal-setting activity, 
participants were not exposed to the treatment. 
The effects in the study are, therefore, nested 
within participants and individual differences. 
This design is conducive to testing the effects 
of situational variables that are nested within 
participants, as well as testing the effects of 
individual differences (Sibthorp, Witter, Wells, 
Ellis, & Voelkl, 2004). 

For each 3-day dog-sledding trip, there 
was a different group of participants; therefore, 
study participants only went on one 3-day trip. 
In this study, participants received both the 
treatment and control conditions (see Table 
1). On the trips, participants were exposed to 
an empowerment process characterized by an 
environment in which the facilitators promoted 
participant involvement in activity selection, 
group support, and all program-related activi-
ties.  This empowerment process was imple-
mented during what can be described as peak 
experiences. Peak experiences are the specific 
program components of the adventure experi-
ence that are intentionally designed to meet 
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beneficial outcomes (i.e. psychological em-
powerment) and do not include parts of the 
trip that are typically not programmed, such as 
meal times, down-time, and travel. The peak 
experiences for this study included goal-setting, 
snowshoeing, challenge initiatives, and dog-
sledding.  On the first trip (n = 5), participants 
were exposed to an empowerment process dur-
ing the snowshoeing and dog-sledding activi-
ties while during the goal-setting and challenge 
initiatives, participants were not exposed to 
the treatment. During the second trip (n = 9), 
participants were exposed to an empowerment 
process during the challenge initiatives and 
goal-setting activities; however, during the 
snowshoeing and dog-sledding activities, par-
ticipants were not exposed to the treatment.

Treatment Process
Trip one. Over the course of the first trip, 

the treatment occurred during the snowshoeing 
and dog-sledding components of the program. 
During these activities, an empowerment pro-
cess was implemented to enhance both general 
and situational recreation and leisure control. 
For purposes of this study, general leisure 
control was defined as people’s ability to de-
termine what happens in the course of their 
leisure experience (Witt & Ellis, 1985). Situ-
ational control was defined as a person’s abil-
ity to manipulate circumstances to achieve 
a desired outcome in a specific context (e.g., 
being able to control when and where to go 
snowshoeing). The empowerment process was 
implemented in several different ways. First, 
the facilitators made sure that the participants 
were provided with opportunities to make 
choices about where and for how long they 
wanted to snowshoe. As suggested by Kohn 
(1991), it is important to include program 
participants in the decision-making processes 

from the beginning as this will foster perceptions 
of personal control.  Second, the facilitators ex-
plained all the mechanics of snowshoeing and 
dog-sledding, and how to use all of the equip-
ment needed to do these activities. This level of 
understanding should help promote participant 
learning as well as enhance active participa-
tion which, in turn, should lead to a sense of 
personal empowerment (Zimmerman, 1990). 
Third, while the participants were involved in 
these activities, the facilitators focused on re-
lating to the participants how these activities 
are similar to other recreation and leisure op-
portunities. For example, while snowshoeing, 
the facilitator might discuss how hiking with 
snowshoes is very similar to hiking during the 
summer months. If participants can balance 
and walk with snowshoes, they may also be 
able to balance while hiking along a trail in the 
mountains or desert. Fourth, following each 
adventure activity, facilitators led the group in 
a processing session that focused on how par-
ticipating in snowshoeing and dog-sledding, 
as well as making personal decisions regard-
ing this participation, are related to recreation 
and leisure control. Processing, an essential 
element in both adventure programming and in 
therapeutic recreation, can promote change by 
providing participants the opportunity to reflect 
and analyze their behavior during the activity 
as well as to begin to generalize from one ex-
perience to the next (Luckner & Nadler, 1995). 
Processing questions were formed to promote 
participants’ awareness of their control during 
these activities and how they could implement 
this control when participating in recreation 
and leisure experience at home.

During the first trip, control procedures 
occurred during the goal-setting and challenge 
initiatives, where they were not exposed to an 
empowerment process. Instead of participants 

TAbLE 1:  ExPoSURE To TREATMENT bY TRiP

Snowshoeing Dog-sledding Challenge initiative Goal-setting

Trip 1 Treatment Treatment Control Control

(n = 5)

Trip 2 Control Control Treatment Treatment

(n = 9)
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forming their own goals, facilitators informed 
participants of the goal of the trip. By not let-
ting the participants set their own goals, control 
is automatically placed in the hands of the fa-
cilitators. During the challenge initiative, par-
ticipants did take part in the problem-solving 
activity, but they did not receive an extensive 
processing experience. The processing ques-
tions focused solely on the activity itself and the 
facilitators did not make any mention of control 
or how the participants’ experience in the chal-
lenge initiative related to their ability to control 
other recreation and leisure experiences.  

Trip two. The treatment during trip two 
focused on the goal-setting and challenge 
initiative activities. These activities were de-
signed to enhance both general and situational 
recreation and leisure control. First, the group 
participated in a simple icebreaker to become 
acquainted. Second, they participated in a goal-
oriented activity, with the purpose of motivat-
ing the participants to think about what they 
would like to accomplish while dog-sledding. 
Involving participants from the start in the 
setting of their own goals promotes a sense 
of control and ownership of their experience 
(Kohn, 1991). The facilitators then led a group 
discussion focusing on group support. Partici-
pants were asked how they thought they could 
assist one another in meeting their goals. En-
couraging participants to offer support to their 
peers is another way to instill a sense of em-
powerment and accomplishment (Kohn). On 
day two, the group participated in a challenge 
initiative. Once the challenge initiative was 
completed, the facilitators led the group in a 
group processing session that focused on how 
good communication could assist in obtaining 
full leisure control. 

The control procedures occurred during 
the dog-sledding and snowshoeing activities. 
Unlike trip one, these activities were not facili-
tated according to an empowerment process. 
While snowshoeing and dog-sledding, study 
participants were not involved in the decision- 
making processes, nor did the facilitators work 
on skill development. All of the major decisions 
(e.g. picking of the trail, length of time spent on 
the trail, what time of day to go, and when to 
take a break) were made by the facilitators. The 
participants were simply taken on a snowshoe-
ing and dog-sledding trip with little effort made 
by the facilitators to build connections between 

these activities and other recreation and leisure 
activities. The processing after each of these 
activities was minimal and all discussion ques-
tions were focused solely on the snowshoeing 
and dog-sledding experience. 

Measures
Two scales were used in this study.  First, 

the Perceived Leisure Control Scale, a subscale 
of the Leisure Diagnostic Battery (Witt & Ellis, 
1985), was used to measure participants’ per-
ceptions of psychological empowerment. Per-
ceived control is believed to be an indicator of 
the intrapersonal subtype of psychological em-
powerment and has been found to be a reliable 
measure of this variable (Kieffer, 1984; Speer 
2000; Speer, Jackson, & Peterson, 2001; Zim-
merman, 1990; Zimmerman et al., 1992; Zim-
merman & Rappaport, 1988). The Perceived 
Leisure Control Scale measures the extent to 
which participants feel they can determine 
what happens in the course of their leisure ex-
periences (Witt & Ellis). This scale has earned 
wide acceptance within the therapeutic recre-
ation community and has been used with a va-
riety of populations including: individuals with 
chronic pain (Peebles, McWilliams, Norris, & 
Park, 1999); people with depression (Morris 
& Ellis, 1993), adults with spinal cord injury 
(Blake, 1991); adolescents with spina bifida 
(Zoerink, 1988); and adolescents with mental 
retardation (Hoge, Dattilo, & Williams, 1999). 
A Cronbach’s alpha of .90 for the Perceived 
Leisure Control Scale was reported when used 
with adults experiencing chronic pain (Peebles 
et al.), indicating adequate internal consistency. 
For each of the 17 items, participants rate, on a 
5-point scale (ranging from Strongly Disagree 
to Strongly Agree), the extent to which they 
agree with the statement.  Sample items are, 
“I can do things during a recreation activity to 
enable other people to enjoy doing the activity 
with me” and “I usually decide who I will par-
ticipate with during recreation activities.” 

The second scale used in this study was a 
5-item, modified version of the Perceived Lei-
sure Control Scale. This scale was utilized to 
capture the effect of an empowerment process 
on situational control. Like the Perceived Lei-
sure Control Scale, the modified version also 
used a 5-point scale (ranging from Strongly 
Disagree to Strongly Agree) and, for each item, 
participants rated the extent to which they 
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agreed with the statement. To form this scale, 
five items were selected (based on content, 
item-to-total correlations, and inter-item cor-
relations) directly from the original Perceived 
Leisure Control Scale and placed in the context 
of an adventure activity (i.e., group activities, 
snowshoeing, and dog-sledding).  This resulted 
in a total of three modified five-item scales: (a) 
one for group activities (goal-setting and chal-
lenge initiatives); (b) one for snowshoeing; and 
(c) one for dog-sledding. These scales were 
adapted with the assistance of one of the origi-
nal authors of the Leisure Diagnostic Battery. A 
sample item is: “When I go snowshoeing again, 
I can be as good as I want to be at snowshoeing.”

Questionnaires were made into packets 
(two Perceived Leisure Control Scales to act as 
the pretest and posttest, and four modified ver-
sions to measure situational control after peak 
experiences).  Pretest and posttest measures of 
the Perceived Leisure Control Scale were col-
lected on both trips.  Participants completed 
the Perceived Leisure Control Scale upon ar-
rival at the pre-trip planning meeting held at the 
agency site and again at the end of the trip at 
the dog-sledding facility before the participants 
left to go home. The modified version of the 
Perceived Leisure Control Scale was adminis-
tered after each peak experience (goal-setting, 
snowshoeing, challenge initiatives, and dog-
sledding). In some cases, due to poor reading 
skills, the questions on both scales were admin-
istered verbally by the researcher. 

Data Analysis
This study employed two different analyses: 

a paired-sample t-test and hierarchical lin-
ear modeling (HLM).  The extent to which 
an empowering process had an effect on per-
ceived recreation and leisure control was de-
termined by using a paired-sample t-test.  All 
participants were exposed to some of the treat-
ment (empowerment processes). Thus, it was 
expected that participants’ overall perceived 
recreation and leisure control would increase.  
As this study utilized both pretest and post-
test measures of the Perceived Leisure Control 
Scale, 27 measures were completed out of a 
possible 28.  One participant failed to complete 
a posttest measure in full, resulting in removal 
of that data.

To determine the extent to which an em-
powerment process had an effect on situational 

control, a two-level model of HLM was used. 
Multilevel modeling is essential when studying 
variables that operate at different levels (e.g., 
empowerment can occur at the individual and 
group level). Hierarchical linear modeling is 
a highly effect multilevel analysis tool that al-
lows studies to have small and unequal sample 
sizes (Sibthorp et al., 2004). When using HLM 
techniques, the researcher aims to explain 
some dependent variable (e.g. situational con-
trol) based on one or more predictor variables 
that occur at more than one level (Luke, 2004).  
For example, in this study the first level was 
the treatment and the second level was the in-
dividual participant. Predictor variables at level 
one included the fixed effect of treatment (em-
powerment process) or no treatment.  Predictor 
variables at level two included the participant’s 
age, pretest score of recreation and leisure con-
trol, and sex. 

Results
The paired-sample t-test analysis indicat-

ed no difference between the mean scores of 
the treatment (empowering process) and con-
trol groups (p = .931); however, at the situa-
tional level, analysis of the unconditional HLM 
model revealed that participants, as a predictor 
variable, was significant (p < .01). In this data 
set, 48% of the variance in situational control 
could be attributed to differences among par-
ticipants (see Table 2). The model’s reliability 
was estimated at .80. 

As the unconditional model was signifi-
cant, treatment effect (coded as 0 for no treat-
ment and 1 for treatment) was added as a level 
one predictor to determine the relationship be-
tween treatment (presence of an empowering 
process) and situational perceptions of recre-
ation and leisure control.  Treatment was not 
significant as a level one predictor (γ10 = -0.153, 
t = -1.199, p = 0.252).

Pretest scores were then added as a level 
two predictor to determine the relationship be-
tween pre-trip level of recreation and leisure 
control and the level of situational control 
demonstrated on the trip. Pre-trip level of rec-
reation and leisure control was significant as a 
level two predictor (γ01 = -0.814, t = -7.167, p 
< .001).  Thus, the pre-trip levels of recreation 
and leisure control did explain a significant 
portion of the variance observed in situational 
control.  In this data set, 65% of the participant-
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level variance in situational control can be at-
tributed to the pre-trip level of recreation and 
leisure control (see Table 3).  Further, 31% of 
the total variance in situational control can be 
attributed to the pre-trip level of recreation and 
leisure control.

To determine the relationship between 
participant characteristics and situational con-
trol, age and sex were added as level two pre-
dictors.  Results were not significant (p > .05), 
indicating that age and sex did not explain a 
significant portion of the variance observed in 
situational control.

discussion

Summary of Results 
Although the results of the paired-sample 

t-test indicated no difference between the mean 
scores of recreation and leisure control, sug-
gesting no treatment effect, examination of the 
HLM analysis did indicate a positive result.  
The variance in situational control could be 
attributed to participant differences, including 
participants’ levels of pre-trip recreation and 
leisure control. This suggests two findings of 
interest. First, levels of recreation and leisure 
control varied among participants, supporting 
one of the underlying assumptions of empow-
erment theory which states that PE will differ 
from person to person (Zimmerman, 1990). 
This may be attributed to individual character-
istics (e.g., marriage, travel, upbringing, and 

being born with a disability versus acquiring a 
disability later in life) which are suggested to 
influence the process and understanding of PE 
(Speer, 2000).

Second, study participants who felt rec-
reation and leisure control appeared to have 
applied those feelings of general control to 
snowshoeing and dog-sledding, even though 
these were highly novel activities, suggesting 
that the intrapersonal sub-type of PE maybe 
a dispositional construct and not a situational 
construct. This implies that people who already 
feel a certain level of general control will also 
feel that same level of control in specific situ-
ations. This finding directly contrasts empow-
erment theory’s second assumption, which 
suggests that PE will take different forms in 
different contexts (Zimmerman, 1995). 

A construct that is dispositional versus 
situational is an important distinction to under-
stand. A construct that is dispositional would 
imply that it already has been developed in 
one’s psychological make-up and that it may 
generalize from one situation to the next.  A 
construct that is situational would suggest it to 
be context-specific and dynamic in nature.  The 
dynamic nature of a situational construct may 
make generalizability a bit more challenging 
and not as likely. If PE is, in fact, dispositional, 
then this may imply that programmatic efforts 
to increase empowerment may not be effec-
tive. 

Std Variance df Chi-square p

Participant 0.271 0.074 12 29.097 <.001

level-1 0.476 0.226

TAbLE 3:  FiNAL ESTiMATioN oF VARiANCE CoMPoNENTS WiTH PRE-TRiP CoNTRoL AS A  
LEVEL 2 PREDiCToR

Std Variance df Chi-square p

Participant 0.459 0.215 13 63.541 <.001

level-1 0.476 0.227

TAbLE 2:  FiNAL ESTiMATioN oF VARiANCE CoMPoNENTS WiTH PARTiCiPANTS AS A  
LEVEL 1 PREDiCToR
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Limitations
One complication is that neither trip met 

full capacity, resulting in the small sample size 
of 14 and, as a result, low statistical power when 
trying to investigate general recreation and lei-
sure control.  Small program sizes, however, 
are very typical of adaptive adventure educa-
tion programs for several reasons including: (a) 
need for a large number of staff and volunteers 
for a small number of participants; (b) trip ex-
pense making the program difficult to afford; 
(c) lack of knowledge about these programs. 
Both the size and type of sample make the find-
ings of this study difficult to generalize. 

The staff of the adventure program was 
experienced in providing the technical and 
logistical aspects of adventure programs for 
people with disabilities; however, they did not 
have the educational background (e.g., degrees 
in therapeutic recreation, experiential educa-
tion, wilderness therapy, or adventure therapy) 
that could facilitate development and deliv-
ery of theory-based programs. Although the 
researcher of this study did train the staff on 
all of the aspects of the empowering process, 
training time was limited and relied on the as-
sumption that staff were experienced in all as-
pects of program facilitation. Huebner, Walker, 
and McFarland (2003) suggested that there is a 
need for quality staff development in the areas 
of theory-based programming and group pro-
cessing techniques.

Implications
One implication of this study is its support 

for the need of professionally and education-
ally trained staff in the field of adventure pro-
gramming. It was apparent in this study, that 
people who possess the skills and the “know 
how” in terms of the technical and logistical 
aspects of adventure education still may not 
be adequately prepared to implement theory-
based programs. Theory provides a framework 
or rationale for programs and facilitates the 
identification of achievable outcomes (Allen & 
Cooper, 2003).  A program that is theory-based 
helps ensure that the programs are intentional 
and outcomes are measurable. In the adaptive 
adventure field, there appears to be a need for 
skilled professionals who possess training in 
theory-based programming. Thus, adaptive 
adventure providers may want to consider 
employing staff that have been professionally 

trained in the techniques that are necessary in 
providing theory-based programs. 

This study implemented quantitative mea-
sures and utilized HLM to analyze data.  Hi-
erarchical linear modeling is a highly effective 
technique that appears to be underutilized in 
research that pertains to therapeutic recreation.  
The strength of HLM is that it allows studies 
to have small and uneven sample sizes where 
study participants are nested within the treat-
ment (Sibthorp et al., 2004). Most recreation 
programs for adults with disabilities take place 
in a group setting and, in order for the program 
to be safe and effective, these groups must re-
main small.  The majority of the research in 
the recreation field (especially in the emphasis 
areas of therapeutic recreation, experiential 
education, adventure therapy, and wilderness 
therapy) struggles with obtaining large, even, 
and random sample sizes. For this reason, 
HLM may promise to be a viable solution. As 
such, it is important that researchers learn how 
to effectively use HLM.

Future Directions and Conclusion
Empowerment theory suggests PE differs 

from person to person and that it is highly de-
pendent upon context and population (Zimmer-
man, 2000). Although this study did not sup-
port the situational nature of PE, more research 
is needed to further examine this construct. 
Future studies may want to investigate whether 
PE is dispositional (as this study suggested), or 
if it is, as empowerment theory suggests, situ-
ational. To do this, future studies may want to 
measure the entire PE construct capturing all 
three sub-types. Future research may also want 
to focus on samples of one specific type of dis-
ability.  This may produce a greater understand-
ing of how PE may impact a specific popula-
tion. In addition, future research may seek to 
acquire a random and/or larger sample, which 
may increase the chances of attaining more sta-
tistical power and a larger effect size.  

If PE can be affected by programmatic ef-
forts (meaning that it is not dispositional) then 
more accurate measurement becomes criti-
cal. This study utilized the Perceived Leisure 
Control Scale, which is a subscale of the Lei-
sure Diagnostic Battery (Witt & Ellis, 1985). 
This scale was designed to measure leisure 
and recreation control, thus it only captured 
one sub-type of PE.  Psychological empower-
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ment is suggested to have three subtypes: (a) 
intrapersonal empowerment; (b) interactional 
empowerment; and (c) behavioral empower-
ment (Zimmerman, 1990).  As PE is suggested 
to be a complex, ever-changing, and contextual 
construct, there is a need for a comprehensive 
measure that captures all three aspects in the 
context of adventure programming. 

This study implemented a quantitative 
design, which was appropriate for the question 
that was being investigated.  Future studies 
may, however, want to use qualitative meth-
ods, such as participant observation and inter-
views, when trying to measure the impact of an 
adaptive adventure education program on PE.  
This approach may assist in gaining a deeper 
understanding of how the empowering process 
is perceived by adults with disabilities as well 
as investigate what empowerment may mean to 
people with disabilities. 

Theory-based programming is essential 
for both researchers and practitioners who want 
to target specific and measurable outcomes. 
Responding to the need for theory-based rec-
reation programming and research (Hill & 
Sibthorp, 2006), this study employed empow-
erment theory as its guiding framework in at-
tempting to increase PE among adults with dis-
abilities and enhance beneficial outcomes for 
participants. While further research is needed 
to determine the extent to which empowerment 
theory may be useful in a therapeutic recreation 
setting, we believe the utilization of a theoreti-
cal framework to be a good first step. Future 
therapeutic recreation research should focus on 
the utilization of theory (either empowerment 
or some other appropriate theory) to target spe-
cific program outcomes. 
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