
 

 

 

 

 

 

An exploration of mindset and resilience in an 

adventure-based experiential learning programme  

 

HN le Roux 

orcid.org/ 0000-0001-7051-8583 

 

 

Dissertation submitted in fulfilment of the requirements for the 

degree Master of Arts in Clinical Psychology at the North-West 

University 

 

 

Supervisor: Prof. J Potgieter 

Co-supervisor:  Mrs. M Pienaar 

Co-supervisor: Prof. K Botha 

 

 

Examination:             November 2019 

Student number:        29077893



 i 

 

DECLARATION BY AUTHOR 

 

 I, Hermias Nel le Roux, declare herewith that this mini-dissertation, entitled An 

exploration of mindset and resilience in an adventure-based experiential learning 

programme, is my own work and that all sources have been fully referenced and 

acknowledged. This study serves in partial compliance with the requirements set for the 

Magister Artium in Clinical Psychology done at the North-West University in Potchefstroom. 

 

 

 

 

______________________________ 

Hermias Nel le Roux 

29077893 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 ii 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Acknowledgments...................................................................................................................... v 

Summary ................................................................................................................................... vi 

Opsomming ............................................................................................................................ viii 

Preface........................................................................................................................................ x 

Article format ............................................................................................................................. x 

Intended journal for publication................................................................................................. x 

Page numbers ............................................................................................................................. x 

Language editing ........................................................................................................................ x 

Author Guidelines: South African Journal for Research in Sport, Physical Education and 

Recreation ............................................................................................................................... xii 

Permission to Submit Article for Examination Purposes ....................................................... xxi 

Language and Technical Editing Certificate ......................................................................... xxii 

CHAPTER 1: Introduction and Contextualisation of the Study ................................................ 1 

Introduction ............................................................................................................................ 1 

Adventure-based experiential learning (ABEL) .................................................................... 1 

Resilience ............................................................................................................................... 3 

Mindset .................................................................................................................................. 5 

Research Methodology .......................................................................................................... 7 

Research Context ................................................................................................................. 11 

Relevance of this Study ....................................................................................................... 11 



 iii 

References ................................................................................................................................ 13 

CHAPTER 2: Manuscript for Examination ............................................................................. 18 

Manuscript Title, Authors and Contact Details ....................................................................... 18 

An exploration of mindset and resilience in an adventure-based experiential learning 

programme. .......................................................................................................................... 18 

ABSTRACT ........................................................................................................................... 19 

INTRODUCTION ............................................................................................................... 20 

METHODOLOGY .............................................................................................................. 21 

Research design and method .................................................................................................... 21 

Participants and sampling ........................................................................................................ 21 

Data collection and Analysis ................................................................................................... 22 

Trustworthiness ........................................................................................................................ 22 

Ethical considerations .............................................................................................................. 23 

RESULTS ............................................................................................................................ 23 

DISCUSSION ...................................................................................................................... 27 

Mindset .................................................................................................................................... 27 

Resilience ................................................................................................................................. 29 

CONCLUSION .................................................................................................................... 30 

LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS ................................................................ 30 

REFERENCES ........................................................................................................................ 31 

CHAPTER 3: Critical Reflection ............................................................................................. 33 



 iv 

References ................................................................................................................................ 40 

APPENDICES: Tables and Figures ......................................................................................... 41 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 v 

Acknowledgments 

 

My deepest appreciation and gratitude to my study leader, Prof. Johan Potgieter – for always 

guiding and teaching on this three-year journey. 

 

Prof. Karel Botha – for assisting and helping with the IQA method. I highly appreciate the 

time and effort that you gave to help me with the research. 

 

Marica Pienaar – for your support and feedback during this study. 

 

My biggest support team and believers, my parents. For giving me the emotional and 

financial support that I needed for this journey 

 

Jomari de Beer – we are resilient as... 

 

Thank you to Dr Stephan Rabie for all the guidance and assistance. 

 

The iALA team and the participants for helping with my data. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 vi 

Summary 

 Adventure-based experiential learning (ABEL) programmes have seen an increase in 

popularity over the past few years. Research has indicated that participating in an ABEL 

programme can have a number of positive outcomes, but does not state how these changes 

occur and what contributes towards the positive outcomes associated with participating in an 

ABEL programme. The construct of resilience has previously been identified as one such 

positive outcome. Another construct, mindset, has also recently been identified as having a 

potential impact on the participant outcomes of ABEL programmes. The proposed study 

therefore aims to explore the association between mindset and resilience in an ABEL 

programme, presented in a South African context.   

The method of interactive qualitative analysis (IQA) was used to collect and analyse 

data. It entailed a discussion group process consisting of 13 participants, which resulted in 

the creation of a hypothetical model. The model shows that (i) mindset and resilience are 

dynamically inter-related and involved in various stages of participants’ experience during 

the ABEL programme; and (ii) this interrelatedness appears to have contributed to movement 

away from a fixed mindset towards a growth mindset and stronger resilience among 

participants. This inter-relatedness further appears to be a continuous process or upward 

spiral of development. The results of the study support previous research findings indicating 

the positive effect ABEL programmes have on participants’ level of resilience and mindset. 

Although the findings cannot be generalised to the larger population due to the homogeneous 

sample group, it does provide a valuable conceptual model that contributes to our 

understanding of the possible role played by mindset and resilience during programme 

participation. Further research needs to be done to explore the applicability of the 

hypothesised model in adventure programmes. 
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Opsomming 

 Avontuurgerigte ervaringsleerprogramme ('ABEL') het in die laaste paar jaar al hoe 

meer gewild geword. Navorsing toon dat alhoewel deelnemers aan 'n 'ABEL'-program 'n 

aantal positiewe uitkomste kan hê, dit egter nie kan aandui hoe hierdie veranderinge 

plaasvind of wat tot die positiewe uitkomste bydra wat met deelname aan 'n 'ABEL'-program 

geassosieer word nie. Die konsep van lewenskragtigheid (gehardheid) is voorheen as een so 

'n positiewe uitkoms geïdentifiseer. Daar is onlangs nog 'n konsep, geestelike ingesteldheid, 

geïdentifiseer wat 'n potensiële impak op die deelnemeruitkomste van 'ABEL'-programme 

kan hê.  

 Die doelwit van die voorgestelde studie is om die assosiasie tussen geestelike 

ingesteldheid en lewenskragtigheid (gehardheid) in 'n 'ABEL'-program, wat in 'n Suid-

Afrikaanse konteks aangebied word, te ondersoek. Die Interaktiewe Kwalitatiewe Analise 

('IQA') -metode is gebruik om data in te samel en te analiseer. Dit het 'n 

besprekingsgroepproses behels wat uit 13 deelnemers bestaan het wat tot die skep van 'n 

hipotetiese model gelei het. Die model toon dat (i) geestelike ingesteldheid en 

lewenskragtigheid (gehardheid) op dinamiese wyse onderling verwant is, en dat                  

(ii) hierdie verwantskap voorkom asof dit tot 'n beweging weg vanaf 'n vaste ingesteldheid na 

'n sterker lewenskragtigheid (gehardheid) onder deelnemers bygedra het. Hierdie 

verwantskap blyk voorts 'n voortgesette proses of opwaartse spiraal van ontwikkeling te 

wees. Die resultate van die studie ondersteun vorige navorsingsbevindings wat op die 

positiewe uitwerking van 'ABEL'-programme op die geestelike ingesteldheid en 

lewenskragtigheid (gehardheid) van deelnemers dui. Verdere navorsing moet gedoen word 

om die geskiktheid van die gehipoteseerde model in avontuurprogramme te ondersoek.  
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Structure of the Mini-Dissertation 

This mini-dissertation will be submitted in article format, as per the General 

Regulation A.13.7 of the North-West University. It is structured as follows: 

Chapter 1: Introduction, literature review, aim of the study, methodology, research 

context, and the relevance of this study. This section corresponds with the proposal of this 
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Chapter 3: Critical reflection on the study. 

  



 xii 

Author Guidelines: South African Journal for Research in Sport, Physical Education 

and Recreation 

 The South African Journal for Research in Sport, Physical Education and Recreation 

is published by the North-West University, Potchefstroom. Contributions from the fields of 

Sport Science, Physical Education, Recreation/Leisure Studies, Exercise Science, and Dance 

Studies will be considered for publication. The articles submitted will be administered by the 

appropriate Subject Review Editor and evaluated by two or more referees. The decision as to 

whether a particular article is to be published or not rests with the Editorial Board. 

Submission 

 Manuscripts that do not comply with the following requirements regarding process, 

style, and format will not be handled. 

 Manuscripts should be typed with SINGLE spacing in 10-point Times New Roman 

letter size for the text. All the text in tables and figures should be in 10-point Times New 

Roman font size and single spacing. Please do not use Calibri. The original manuscript can 

be submitted by email. The length may not exceed 20 pages (tables, figures, references, etc. 

included). The page setup (cm) must be in the following format: 

MARGINS  PAPER SIZE 

Top: 3.56 cm Width:  17.5 cm 

Bottom: 1.78 cm Height: 24.5 cm 

Left: 2.11 cm 

Right: 2.11 cm 

Gutter: 0.00 cm 

Header: 2.03 cm 

Footer: 0.89 cm 

 

Original manuscripts may be submitted in English and should be sent to: 

The Editor (Prof. Hanlie Moss) Editorial Office 



 xiii 

South African Journal for Research in Sport, Tel.: +27 (0)18-299 1821 

Physical Education and Recreation 

Physical Activity, Sport and Recreation E-mail:sajrsper@nwu.ac.za 

Research Unit 

North-West University, POTCHEFSTROOM 

Republic of South Africa 

Conditions 

 Each manuscript must be accompanied by a covering letter in which the following is 

declared: (1) that the manuscript contains original research; (2) that the manuscript or parts of 

the manuscript has not been published elsewhere previously; (3) that the manuscript is not 

currently being presented elsewhere for publication; and (4) that all the authors have read and 

approved the manuscript. This signed declaration regarding the originality must accompany 

each manuscript. 

 Authors are also requested to name three (3) potential referees, of which one (1) must 

be an international referee (the Journal is not bound to use these referees). Complete 

information regarding the referees (name, surname, e-mail address, and telephone numbers) 

must be provided in the cover letter. 

 We discourage the practice of parts of the same study submitted for other issues of 

this Journal. Authors who submit a manuscript from a study of which some data have been or 

will be published elsewhere, must provide a strong justification in the accompanying letter to 

the Editor. The justification for not publishing all the data together in one paper must also be 

motivated in the covering letter.  

 The author should also ensure that the language of the manuscript has been edited 

thoroughly (English [UK]) by the time of submission. The name, address, and telephone 

number of the person who did the language editing must be provided. Any expenses incurred 



 xiv 

by the Journal dealing with language editing will be added to the author's page fees.  

 The manuscript must have an ethical clearance number that was supplied by the 

authentic ethical committee of a specific institution. The process that was followed to obtain 

ethical clearance must be described in the manuscript under the heading 'Ethical clearance'. 

No manuscript can be published without this declaration. Review, theoretical, or 

philosophical articles do not require ethical clearance. 

 Any uncertainty regarding the statistical procedures that arise during the assessment 

of the manuscript will be referred to a local statistician. Any expenses incurred by the Journal 

dealing with statistical procedures will be added to the author's page fees.  

Preparation for Manuscript 

 Manuscripts must be presented in a format that is compatible with Microsoft Word for 

Windows (PC). Tables, all figures (illustrations, diagrams, etc.), and graphs are regarded as 

text and must be presented in a format that is compatible with Word and figures should be 

accessible to make any text corrections. Photographs must be presented in jpg format. 

 Original manuscripts must contain the following sections in the following sequence: 

Title page, Abstract, Introduction, Purpose of Research, Methodology, Results, Discussion, 

Practical application/Recommendations, Conclusions, Acknowledgements (if applicable), 

and References (not all applicable to review/theoretical/philosophical articles). Appendices 

are acceptable but must be succinct. 

Title Page 

 The first page of each manuscript should indicate the title in English and Afrikaans 

(will be translated for foreign authors), the names (title, first name in full and other initials, 

surname) of the author(s), the telephone numbers (work and home [and mobile for local 

authors]), facsimile number, email address and the field of study. The complete mailing 

address and telephone numbers of the corresponding author and the institution (department, 



 xv 

faculty, university, city, country) where the work was conducted should be provided in full. 

When more than one author and/or authors from various departments and institutions are 

involved, the 1author(s) must be numbered according to their 1department(s). If any of the 

abovementioned information should change during the review process, please inform the 

Subject Editor. A short title of not more than 45 characters (including spaces), should be 

provided for use as a running heading. 

Abstract 

 Each manuscript must be accompanied by an abstract of approximately 150-200 

words in English which should be set on a separate page as a SINGLE paragraph (single 

spacing). A list of three to seven keywords in English is required for indexing purposes and 

should be typed below the abstract in alphabetical order.  

Text 

 Start the text on a new page with the title of the article (centred and without the names 

of the authors). Follow the style of the most recent issue of the Journal regarding the use of 

headings and subheadings. Use only one line space after a paragraph. Only make use of 

section breaks and not page breaks. The text, as well as the tables and figures, may not be in 

any other format than normal. Thus, no style sheets may be used, also in the case of the list 

of references. 

Tables and Figures 

 Tables and figures should be numbered with Arabic numerals (1, 2, etc.). Tables 

require the heading at the top, while figures have the legend below and both must not be 

included in the cells of the table/figure. Note: Use the decimal POINT (not the decimal 

comma). The site where the table or figure should be placed in the text must be indicated 

clearly in the manuscript. All tables and figures are to be placed after the reference list with 

each on a separate page, always ending with a section break. Any preference for the use of 



 xvi 

colour in the case of figures or photographs must be noted and will be at an additional cost to 

the page tariff. 

 It is essential that tables/figures should be contained/fit within the page setup 

described earlier for this Journal. Portrait layout is preferred for all tables/figures. Tables 

must use separate rows/columns (do not merge cells) for each item. Figures must be in Word 

and accessible to make corrections or changes within the figure where deemed necessary. 

Please ensure that especially the figures are of high quality for printing purposes. Any 

preference for the use of colour in the case of figures or photographs must be noted and will 

be at an additional cost to the page tariff. 

References 

In the text, the Harvard method must be adopted by providing the author's surname 

and the date placed in parentheses. For example: Daly (1970); King and Loathes (1985); 

(Botha & Sonn, 2002); McGuines et al. (1986) or (Daly, 1970:80) where Daly is not part of 

the sentence and page number is added for a direct quotation. More than one reference must 

be arranged chronologically (Daly, 1970; King & Loathes, 1985). Note that et al. (italics) is 

used in the body of the text from the beginning when there are more than two authors, but 

never in the list of references, where all authors must be provided. 

List of References 

 Only the references cited in the text should be listed alphabetically according to 

surname (last name) of authors (uppercase) after the body of text under the heading, 

REFERENCES (uppercase) starting on a new page. In the case where the TITLE of an 

article, book, etc., is in any other language than English, the author must also provide an 

English translation of the title in parentheses (this applies to Afrikaans titles as well). 

 In the case of articles published in JOURNALS, references listed should include the 

surnames and initials (upper case and with full-stop and without spaces between initials) of 



 xvii 

all authors, the date of the publication in parentheses, the full title of the article, the full title 

of the journal (italics and no abbreviations), the volume number, the series/issue number in 

parentheses (if the said journal does not use issue numbers, the month of publication should 

be used), followed by a colon and a space with the first and last page numbers separated by a 

hyphen. In the case of online journals, use “online” if page numbers are not provided. The 

use of the correct punctuation is of importance. 

 If the reference is a BOOK, the surname (last name, upper case) and initials (with full-

stop and without spaces) of the author or editor (Ed.) must be provided, followed by the date 

of publication in parentheses followed by a full-stop, the title of the book (italics) as given on 

the title page, the number of the edition (ed.) in parentheses, the city (and abbreviation for the 

state in the case of the USA OR the country) where published, followed by a colon, a space 

and the name of the publisher. 

 For a CHAPTER in a book, the page numbers of the chapter cited must be provided 

in parentheses (not italics) after the title of the book (pp. 20-29). For further details, authors 

should consult the most recent publication of this Journal for other examples. 

 If the reference is a THESIS (master’s level) or DISSERTATION (doctoral level), 

italics is not used in the title as it is an unpublished work. Provide the name of the city, 

state/country, colon, university and department/faculty. 

 For ELECTRONIC SOURCES, all references start with the same information that 

would be provided for a printed source (if available). The web page information follows the 

reference style. It will usually contain the name of the author(s) (if known), year of 

publication or last revision, title of complete work in inverted commas, title of web page, 

Uniform Resource Locater (URL) or access path in square text brackets (do not end the path 

statement with a full stop), full stop after the closing bracket and date of access (Retrieved on 

10 December 2015]. See "How to cite information from the Internet and the Worldwide 



 xviii 

Web" at [http://www.apa.org/journals/webref.html] for specific examples. When citing a 

Web site in the text, merely give the author and date. When reference is made to a specific 

statement (quotation) in the article/document and no page number can be provided, the word 

'online' is used for citing in the text (Van der Merwe, 2010:online). 

 When referencing an article in a NEWSPAPER, the key word of the newspaper is 

typed in capitals, as this is how it will appear in the alphabetical listing of references, namely 

The CAPE ARGUS (The) will appear under “C” or BURGER (Die) will appear under “B”. 

 In the case of a paper presented in conference PROCEEDINGS, the editors and the 

title of the proceedings, the page numbers of the article being referred to and the details of the 

congress (when and where it was held) and by whom (city, state, publisher) the proceedings 

was published, should be provided. 

Examples of Style of Formulations for Different References  

Journal 

ZHENG, N.; BARRENTINE, S.W.; FLEISIG, G.S. & ANDREWS, J.R. (2008). Kinematic 

analysis of swing in pro and amateur golfer. International Journal of Sports Medicine, 

29(6): 487-493. 

Book 

WEINBERG, R.S. & GOULD, D. (2011). Foundations of sport and exercise psychology (5th 

ed.). Champaign, IL: Human Kinetics. 

Chapter in book 

SCHNECK, C.M. (2010). Visual perception. In J. Case-Smith & J.C. O’Brian (Eds.), 

Occupational therapy for children (6th ed.) (pp. 373-403). Maryland Heights, MO: 

Mosby. 

 

 

http://www.apa.org/journals/webref.html


 xix 

Thesis/Dissertation 

SURUJLAL, J. (2004). Human resources management of professional sports coaches in 

South Africa. Unpublished doctoral dissertation. Johannesburg, South Africa: Rand 

Afrikaans University. 

Proceedings of a conference 

HARDMAN, K. & MARSHALL, J. (2001). Worldwide survey on the state and status of 

physical education in schools. In G. Doll-Tepper & D. Scoretz (Eds.), World summit on 

physical education (pp. 15-37). Proceedings of the "World Summit on Physical 

Education", 3-5 November 1999. Berlin, Germany: International Council of Sport 

Science and Physical Education (ICSSPE). 

Personal communication/correspondence/interview 

BOUKES, P.B. (2015). Personal communication from the Acting Director of Sport at the 

Nelson Mandela Metropolitan University, Port Elizabeth on 27 February 2015. 

JACOBS, L. (2015). Personal interview with the Spokesperson of UNICEF, 25 August, 

Pretoria. 

Newspaper 

CAPE ARGUS (The) (1997). 25 March, p. 5. 

Electronic source 

DINOFFER, J. (2011). “Activities to build balance”. Prevent child obesity 101. Hyperlink: 

[http:// 

www.preventchildobesity101.com/Activities/BalanceActivities.php]. Retrieved on 20 

November 2012. 

Administration 

 If authors honour the rules and specifications for the submission of manuscripts, 

unnecessary delays would be avoided. Requesting ‘copy right’ concerning figures or 



 xx 

photographs is the responsibility of the authors and should be indicated. A manuscript that 

does not meet the requirements as set out above will be returned to the author without being 

evaluated. A subject specialist Editor administers and coordinates the assessment of the 

referees and provides the final recommendation.  

 The corresponding author will receive a complimentary copy of the Journal and five 

reprints of the article that could be shared with the co-authors. The original manuscripts and 

illustrations will be discarded one month after publication unless a request is received to 

return the original to the corresponding author. A page fee of South African R300 per page is 

payable on receipt of a statement issued by the Editor. 

 

  



 xxi 

Permission to Submit Article for Examination Purposes 

 



 xxii 

Language and Technical Editing Certificate 

 

 

 

 Registered at the South African Translators' Institute (SATI) 

Membership number: 1003382 

Translators' Institute (SATI) 

27 September 2019 

 

To whom it may concern 

 

This is to testify that the master’s dissertation titled 

 

‘An exploration of mindset and resilience in an adventure-based experiential learning 

programme’ 

 

by 

Hermias le Roux 

 

has been language edited to the best of the language practitioner’s knowledge and 

ability.  

 

The language practitioner in question is registered at the South African Translators’ 

Institute (SATI) with membership number 1003382 and thereby fully qualified and 

authorised to provide said services. 

 

Should there be any queries, please feel free to contact the language practitioner at the 

number provided below. 

 

Kind regards 

 

Elcke du Plessis-Smit (I.D. 9212030060083)                                                                                                             

0845480579 



 xxiii 

Turnitin Originality Report 

A Turnitin check was conducted and the overlap was within reasonable parameters. 

There where overlap was indicated, it was checked by the study leader and found to be  

acceptable and that proper referencing was done appropriately where necessary. 

 



 1 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXTUALISATION OF THE STUDY 

Introduction 

Over the past few years, there has been an increase in the popularity of what will, for 

the purpose of this study, be referred to as adventure-based experiential learning (ABEL) 

programmes (Greffrath, Meyer, & Strydom, 2013; Hans, 2000). ABEL programmes typically 

involve interventions and activities conducted within a natural environment and are aimed at 

developing life skills and improving the psychological strengths of participants. This could 

include improvements in resilience, self-efficacy, self-concept, competence, and, more 

recently found, mindset (Allan, McKenna, & Hind, 2012; Norton et al., 2014; O’Brien & 

Lomas, 2016; Sibthorp, Paisley, & Gookin, 2007). The aim of this study is to explore mindset 

and resilience, and the perceived association between these two constructs, in an ABEL 

programme in a South African context.  

This chapter provides an overview of the current literature regarding the constructs of 

mindset and resilience, as well as the recent developments in the context of ABEL 

programmes.  

Adventure-based Experiential Learning (ABEL) 

Adventure-based experiential learning (ABEL) programmes, also sometimes referred 

to as adventure therapy, can broadly be defined as “the prescriptive use of adventure 

experiences provided by mental health care professionals, often conducted in natural settings 

that kinaesthetically engage the client on cognitive, affective, and behavioural levels” (Gass 

& Russell, 2012, p. 1). Almost without exception, ABEL programmes make use of 

experiential education within pre-planned and well-structured activities that individuals take 

part in (Gass, 1993; Priest & Gass, 2005), take place in a natural/wilderness setting, and 

incorporate an element of perceived risk (Gass & Russell, 2012). With the right balance of 

risk and skill within these activities, functional change and growth have been found to occur 
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within the individual (Bowen, Neill, & Crisp, 2016; Norton et al., 2014; Tracey, Gray, 

Truong, & Ward, 2018). Gass (1993) states that there is a variety of different factors that co-

create an environment for change to occur within participants, and that it is difficult to 

identify only one factor that leads to change. One explanation for the effectiveness of 

adventure-based programmes in facilitating individual growth and the development of 

psychological strengths is related to participants being taken out of their comfort zones by 

participating in adventure-based activities. During these situations, the novel setting which 

participants find themselves in contributes towards change, as the unfamiliar environment 

challenges them to break down their individual barriers (Gass, 1993). The activities that 

participants engage in also take them out of their comfort zones into a state of disequilibrium, 

and the resultant experience of internal cognitive conflicts aids in changing their behaviours, 

thoughts, attitudes, and/or beliefs while attempting to regain control of the situation (Gass, 

1993; Norton el al., 2014). Participants in a state of disequilibrium are also more open to 

feedback which facilitates changes in their behaviour, thoughts, or attitudes in order to regain 

control (Ungar, Dumond, & McDonald, 2005).  

Research regarding the outcomes of ABEL programmes has demonstrated its 

potential in achieving positive outcomes in a variety of contexts (Greffrath et al., 2013; Priest 

& Gass, 2017). ABEL programmes have been shown to be effective in clinical settings, with 

research indicating positive results among inpatients at psychiatric hospitals in the United 

States of America (Crisp & O’Donell, 1998; Eckstein & Rüth, 2015; Gilliam, 1993). A host 

of recent studies (Bowen et al., 2016; Norton et al., 2014; de Vries, Hoeve, Assink, Stams, & 

Asscher, 2015) emphasise the appeal of utilising ABEL programmes with at-risk youth, who 

are often less responsive to traditional forms of psychotherapeutic intervention (Rickwood, 

Deane, & Wilson, 2007). In a meta-analysis of 197 studies focused on participant outcomes, 

Bowen and Neill (2013) reported moderate to large short-term therapeutic benefits for 
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participants when utilising adventure-based programmes, with the strongest effects reported 

for clinical aspects such as decreased suicidality and increased social self-concept measures. 

According to Bowen and Neill (2013), short-term outcomes are significant in clinical settings 

and compare favourably to alternative and no-treatment comparison groups. ABEL 

programmes have, however, also recently shown their effectiveness in the development of 

psychological skills and strengths of individuals in non-clinical settings. Within these 

settings, the concept of resilience has become of particular interest to researchers (Bowen & 

Neill, 2013).  

Resilience 

Research into resilience has aimed to describe the factors that enable individuals 

finding themselves in different contexts to thrive and flourish in the face of adverse events 

that threaten their psychological well-being. The construct of resilience has been 

conceptualised in various ways. Ewert and Yoshino (2011) argue that resilience is a dynamic 

process of positive adaptation when a person is faced with significant threat or adversity. 

Resilience can also be construed as a trait that allows individuals to thrive, mature, and 

increase their competence when they are in difficult situations (Nel, 2014). What these 

conceptualisations have in common is that resilience plays an important role when an 

individual is facing a difficult situation, and that a person’s resilience will influence how 

he/she reacts when in such a situation.  

 In ABEL programmes, one is typically faced with challenging or difficult situations, 

which can create an ideal context within which to develop one’s resilience (Ewert & 

Yoshino, 2011). Ewert (1994) states that the way in which individuals perceive their 

capabilities to overcome the challenges or difficulties they face during ABEL interventions 

can be linked to their sense of resilience. This is also echoed by O’Brien and Lomas (2016), 

who state that individuals’ resilience often determines their approach to an adventure-based 
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activity. It is therefore not surprising that a number of researchers have found that 

participants reported increased levels of resilience after an ABEL programme (Ewert & 

Yoshino, 2011; Neill & Dias, 2001; O’Brien & Lomas, 2016). In a recent study, Bowen et al. 

(2016) found statistically significant improvements in participants’ resilience and social self-

esteem after participating in a 10-week wilderness adventure therapy programme. Research 

within the South African context also indicates that participating in an ABEL programme had 

a positive effect on participants’ self-awareness, self-regulation, perseverance, and physical 

endurance (Labuschagne, 2015), all of which contribute positively to an individual’s 

resilience. In spite of these positive results, findings regarding the positive effects of ABEL 

programmes on participants’ resilience remain contested due to discrepant results. A number 

of studies regarding the impact of ABEL programmes on the resilience levels of participants 

have, for instance, shown little to no effect (Beightol, Jevertson, Carter, Gray, & Gass, as 

cited by O’Brien & Lomas, 2016; Ewert & Yoshino, 2008; Skehill, 2001). Boyers (2015) 

also found no significant improvement in participants’ level of resilience in a South African 

context and argued that this could be ascribed to resilience being a developmental process 

and that increases will only be shown over a longer period of time.  

 An important contributing factor to these seemingly discrepant results could be that 

there remains a strong emphasis on so-called ‘informal’ sources of evidence in research 

looking into the outcomes of ABEL programmes. Beringer and Martin (2003) remarked that 

the outcomes and dynamics of ‘adventure therapy’ remain “somewhat mysterious” given that 

“empirical evidence of why and how adventure therapy works is inconclusive and contested” 

(p. 31). This is evident from a more recent study by Bettmann, Russell, and Parry (2013) 

stating that future research should investigate why and how such programmes are effective, 

and to whom. In line with this suggestion, Sibthorp et al. (2007) described the ‘black box’ 

effect, where the achievement of certain outcomes after participating in an ABEL programme 
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is well established, but with very little evidence for the specific psychological mechanisms 

that allow for these changes to occur. According to Russell (2012), this black box effect 

occurs due to the limited knowledge that is available of what exactly happens within the 

adventure therapy and wilderness treatment process. This links with the larger ‘black box 

problem’ with regard to research, which refers to outcome studies that are only concerned 

with the outcomes or effects of programmes and that pay little attention to how the desired 

effect is achieved or produced (Fernee, Gabrielsen, Andersen, & Mesel, 2017). It, therefore, 

remains an unfortunate truth that less than 1% of ABEL programmes undergo empirical 

investigation (Beringer & Martin, 2003). In order to substantiate and support the intuitive link 

between resilience and the activities of ABEL programmes that Nel (2014) alludes to, an 

exploration of the constructs and processes that could influence the dynamics of the ABEL 

process becomes a priority. One such construct that has attracted attention is the mindset with 

which participants approach challenges and, in this case, the outdoor setting (Dweck, 2008). 

It has recently been stated by O’Brien and Lomas (2016) that an individual’s mindset plays 

an important role in determining the outcomes of any form of adventure-based activity or 

programme. 

Mindset 

 As a relatively new construct within the field of adventure-based programming, a 

focus on mindset has shown an increase in popularity over the past few years (Dweck, 2008). 

Mindset theory is a socio-cognitive model which focuses on underlying beliefs about the self, 

and how one can utilise those beliefs in order to foster powerful motivational processes and 

create significant patterns of thoughts, feelings, and behaviours (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). 

The mindset theory distinguishes between a growth mindset and a fixed mindset. A person 

with a fixed mindset believes that intelligence, character, and personality are fixed from birth 

and cannot be changed (Dweck & Sorich, 1999). They will view any challenge as a threat to 
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their own abilities. If they are unable to overcome these challenges, they view themselves as 

failures. This failure is seen as a measure of their inherent incompetence within a specific 

area (O’Brien & Lomas, 2016). It is apparent that a person with a fixed mindset will avoid 

situations in which they feel they will not be able to live up to the expectation, tend to 

become distracted, and withdraw from the situation (Elliott & Dweck, 1988). In contrast, a 

person with a growth mindset believes that intelligence, character, and personality can 

change and develop (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Such a person will tend to seek out challenges 

and see them as valuable learning opportunities (Elliott & Dweck, 1988). A person with a 

growth mindset will therefore find solutions should he or she be faced with a difficult 

situation, and look for new and meaningful strategies to overcome challenges (Elliott & 

Dweck, 1988).  

It is evident that a person’s attitude and behaviour, which are associated with his or 

her mindset, could play an important role in determining the outcome when he or she is faced 

with a challenging situation. A preliminary study conducted by O’Brien and Lomas (2016) in 

the United Kingdom eluded to the potentially significant role that psychological constructs, 

and mindset in particular, could have on the impact of ABEL programmes, specifically with 

regard to the facilitation of resilience. The findings also correlated with a previous study 

conducted by Hayhurst, Hunter, Kafka, and Boyes (2015) which focused on the enhancement 

of participants’ resilience, self-esteem, self-concept, and positive relations with others. 

O’Brien and Lomas (2016), however, called for qualitative follow-up studies to determine the 

dynamic interaction between individuals’ mindset and resilience while participating in an 

ABEL programme. The aim of this study was therefore to explore the constructs of mindset 

and resilience, and the perceived association between these constructs in an ABEL 

intervention programme, presented in a South African context. The researcher hypothesises 

that not only does both mindset and resilience form an integral part of participants’ 
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experience of an ABEL programme, but that these constructs are closely associated with each 

other. Due to the non-experimental nature of the study design, no assumptions regarding the 

existence of any causal relationships can be made. 

The proposed research study will contribute towards the current knowledge base 

regarding adventure-based programming. By following the interactive qualitative analysis 

(IQA; Northcutt & McCoy, 2004) method, the researcher was able to gain a systematic 

representation of the phenomena being studied.  

Research Methodology 

 Interactive qualitative analysis (IQA; Nortcutt & McCoy, 2004) was used in order to 

gain an in-depth understanding of the participants’ experience while in an ABEL programme. 

IQA is a “detailed qualitative, application-oriented systematic process by which data, analysis 

and interpretation are integrated into a whole” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. xxii). IQA 

produces a systematic representation or mind-map of the phenomenon from the participants’ 

experience of that which is being studied (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). It thereby allows the 

researcher to better understand the dynamic interaction between phenomena and, in this case, 

the mindset and resilience of participants in an ABEL programme. The process of IQA as 

applied in this study can be broken down into six steps, as described below. 

As a first step of the IQA process, a discussion group session was conducted which 

consisted of the 13 participants that were identified by means of convenience sampling. 

During the discussion group session, participants’ experiences of the ABEL programme were 

probed using guided imagery. During the guided imagery, participants were given a moment 

of silence to become aware of and reflect back on the ABEL programme. Even though the 

participants may share common perceptions of the ABEL programme, each participant 

perceives his or her own experience in a different way. When the discussion group session 
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started, participants were asked to silently reflect back on their experiences of the ABEL 

programme of the past six months.  

In order to start the reflection process, an issue statement was provided by the 

facilitator. Mampane and Bouwer (2011) state that an issue statement is used in order to 

explain and utilise the research question.  

 The following issue statements were given to the participants: 

Firstly, thinking back on your experience for the past six months, what did you 

experience? 

Secondly, what did you realise, if anything, about yourself that has changed? 

Thirdly, what about yourself do you think did not change at all or what was not able 

to change at all due to the adventure programme? 

Fourthly, what was challenging for you during the programme which you were able to 

manage? 

Lastly, what did you experience as challenging during this programme, and what was 

difficult for you which you were not able to manage? 

 The second step consisted of a short discussion that followed after the issue statement 

had been delivered. After the short discussion, participants spent about 10 minutes silently 

reflecting on their experience. Participants were given blank A4-sized cards and time to write 

their reflections on these cards. The whole process of generating data took approximately 45 

minutes. After the participants wrote down their thoughts and/or words about their 

experience, the facilitator began to organise these by sticking all the cards randomly to the 

wall. Once all the cards were on the wall, the facilitator started to define the different cards. 

This allowed time for the participants to give a clear understanding of what each card meant.  

 In the third step, participants were facilitated in a discussion, similar to axial coding 

in thematic analysis (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004), to group all the cards together that, 
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according to them, have similar meanings. This process continued until everyone was 

satisfied that each group of cards reflected a different meaning without significant overlap 

with other groups of cards. Each group of cards was then given a different name, based on the 

shared/common meaning of each group. Each of these formed a theme or affinity (in IQA 

terms) to be plotted later in the development of the model. 

 The fourth step entailed determining the perceived causal relationship between the 

identified affinities. Northcutt and McCoy (2004) provide a template that allows the 

researcher to create a questionnaire for this purpose. If, for example, themes A, B, and C 

were identified, the questionnaire is developed with items stating three possible directions of 

influence/cause-effect between the different themes, for example:  

1. (a) A causes B  

 (b) B causes A  

      (c) A and B do not influence one another  

2.   (a) A causes C  

      (b) C causes A  

      (c) A and C do not influence each other  

3. (a) B causes C  

 (b) C causes B  

 (c) B and C do not influence each other  

The questionnaires were completed individually and enough time was provided for the 

participants to complete the questionnaire. After the questionnaires were completed, the 

discussion group session also came to an end. In total, it took approximately three to four 

hours to successfully complete the process, with comfort breaks included. 

Step five involved scoring the questionnaire by doing the following frequency 

analyses (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004): (i) cumulative frequency (CF); (ii) cumulative 
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percentage of relations (CPR); and (iii) cumulative percentage of frequencies (CPF). Finally, 

a power analysis, which is “an index of the degree of optimization of the system and is 

simply the difference between CPF and CPR” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p. 160), was done 

to determine which relationships should be included in the model.  

Optimisation was achieved by utilising the Pareto principle which states that 80% of 

the consequences (results) are produced by 20% of the causes (variables)(Bargate, 2014). The 

values obtained were added into an interrelational diagram (IRD) in order to indicate the 

perceived direction of influence between themes (arrows pointing towards or away from each 

theme), as well as the delta value, or the strength of each theme’s influence on all other 

themes.  

 Step six involved the development of the mind map or model of participants’ reality 

of the ABEL experience. For this, a system influence diagram (SID) was construed according 

to a systematic process described by Northcutt and McCoy (2004) consisting of precise steps 

and rules for developing a hypothetical model, thus enabling other researchers to replicate the 

same study in the future as well. The steps involved were as follows: 

1. Themes were plotted circularly from left to right according to their delta values or the 

strength of their influence on other themes. 

2. Arrows representing all the links between themes were added to form the so-called 

‘Cluttered SID’.  

3. The principle of redundancy was applied in order to remove obsolete arrows. 

Northcutt and McCoy (2004) state that redundant links are the links between two 

themes “in which, even if removed, a path from the driver to the outcome can be 

achieved through an intermediary affinity” (p. 178). 

 After the SID was constructed, the researcher showed the model to the participants 

and a discussion followed about the model. The aim of the discussion was to ensure 
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trustworthiness of the data (member checking). The model that was created in the final phase 

allows for future research with bigger populations or other small groups. 

Research Context 

 The proposed study focused on individuals participating in an ABEL programme in 

South Africa, presented by a local service provider situated in Still Bay, Western Cape. 

Because the majority of such programmes are offered to, and have been found to be effective 

for groups falling under the umbrella-term of ‘youth’, the current study involved students 

between the ages of 17 and 22 years who have enrolled for the adventure-based gap year 

programme. The age group of the students was ideal for our research purposes, as a 

significant amount of research points towards the effectiveness of such programmes for youth 

(Bowen et al., 2016; Gass, 1993). This study also builds on the outcomes of a preceding 

study by Boyers (2015) who found discrepant results with regard to the effectiveness of these 

programmes for the facilitation of resilience within the same context, and called for future 

research to investigate possible explanations.  

Relevance of this Study 

 As previously stated, O’Brien and Lomas (2016) called for a qualitative follow-up 

study in order to explore the dynamic interaction between the mindset and resilience of 

participants participating in an ABEL programme. This is due to the potentially significant 

effect these two constructs might have on a participant in an ABEL programme. Literature 

also previously stated that although personal growth does occur for participants in an ABEL 

programme, the exact reason for this change has not been documented; this phenomenon has 

been referred to as the ‘black box effect’ in ABEL programmes (Ewert, 1994). It is believed 

that by exploring the construct of mindset and resilience, we will be able to better understand 

the impact that it might have on a participant in an ABEL programme.  
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Lastly, a recent literature search also showed a paucity of information specifically 

related to the South African context and the influence of ABEL programmes on its 

participants.  
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ABSTRACT 

 

The aim of this study was to explore the association between mindset and resilience among participants 

involved in an adventure-based experiential learning (ABEL) programme in the South African context. Data 

were collected from 13 male students between the ages of 17 and 22 years who were enrolled in a local 

adventure-based gap year programme where they participated in a variety of different adventure activities 

throughout the year. The study followed a qualitative approach and utilised the interactive qualitative analysis 

(IQA) method to collect and analyse the data. From the data, ten themes emerged which were used to create a 

conceptual model of participants’ experience of participation in an ABEL programme. Results from the study 

indicated a strong inter-relatedness between mindset and resilience, integral in participants’ attempts at 

overcoming the challenges inherent to the ABEL experience.  

 

Keywords: adventure-based experiential learning (ABEL), programming, intervention, mindset, resilience, 

interactive qualitative analysis (IQA) 
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INTRODUCTION 

Adventure-based experiential learning (ABEL) programmes have increased in popularity over the past few 

years. Although diverse in programme content and methodologies, the majority of these programmes share a 

number of commonalities. Firstly, they aim to develop the life skills and psychological strengths of participants. 

Secondly, these programmes rely strongly on a process of experiential learning within a natural environment, 

with proper facilitation and guidance (Speelman & Wagstaff, 2015; Williams & Allen, 2012). Thirdly, 

programmes tend to challenge participants physically and/or emotionally (Allan et al., 2012; Norton et al., 

2014; Sibthorp et al., 2007), and provide opportunity for reflection (Cooley et al., 2014). Most programmes 

evaluate outcomes through participant feedback and observations (Williams & Allen, 2012). In spite of these 

similarities, ABEL programmes are often diverse in nature and are presented in a variety of settings. ABEL 

programmes are, for instance, used in group work, wilderness camping, field schools, and even in clinical 

settings such as psychiatric hospitals. A variety of different activities are presented, ranging from high-ropes 

courses, abseiling, hiking, mountain biking, and river rafting (Ewert, 1994). Unfortunately, another shared 

feature of ABEL programmes is that, until recently, less than 1% of them undergo any form of empirical 

research to determine their effectiveness (DeDiego et al., 2017). 

This situation is, however, starting to change. An increasing body of literature has started to emerge 

that demonstrates ABEL programmes’ positive impact on participants, particularly in terms of the development 

of their resilience (Ritchie et al., 2014; Shellman & Hill, 2017), self-efficacy (O’Brien & Lomas, 2016), as well 

as self-concept and competence (Goldenberg & Soule, 2015; Mutz & Müller, 2016). Research conducted in a 

South African context indicated that participating in an ABEL programme had a positive effect on participants’ 

self-awareness, self-regulation, perseverance, and physical endurance (Labuschagne, 2015). ABEL programmes 

are therefore receiving increased recognition as an effective means to develop a range of psychological skills 

and strengths in individuals and groups.  

Resilience is one of the positive psychological outcomes to have shown promising results within the 

ABEL field and has become of particular interest to researchers (Ewert & Yoshino, 2011; Bowen & Neill, 

2013). Resilience can be described as a person’s capacity to adapt well when facing tragedy, trauma, adversity, 

or any other form of significant distress (Kimhi, 2016). Early literature viewed a resilient person as someone 

who possesses something unique or special that makes them relatively supreme (Booth & Neill, 2017). Most of 

the recent literature and research on resilience, however, have focused on describing factors that enable the 

average individual to thrive and flourish when facing difficult situations or life challenges (Ewert & Yoshino, 

2011). Wagnild (2014) describes five essential elements representing the core of resilience. These include a 

sense of purpose, perseverance/persistence, equanimity (having a balanced view of your life), self-reliance, and 

authenticity. Although there is recognition of factors that can place strain on an individual’s psychological well-

being and how he or she manages to cope on a daily basis (Leather, 2013), resilience is considered the dynamic 

process of positive adaptation that occurs when a person is faced with life challenges or difficult situations, and 

serves to protect the individual’s well-being (Ewert & Yoshino, 2011). Resilience has also been considered as a 

trait that allows a person to succeed, develop, and improve their competence when facing difficult situations 

(Nel, 2014).  

It is evident from both these conceptualisations that resilience plays an important role when an 

individual is facing a difficult situation, as it can influence how they perceive themselves in difficult situations 

and how they will react in such situations (Masten, 2001; Newman, 2005). When taking into consideration the 

nature of ABEL programmes, where the activities participants engage in typically involve the perception of risk 

(Gass & Russell, 2012), it becomes clear that these programmes provide an ideal opportunity to impact 

positively on resilience. This is echoed by O’Brien and Lomas (2016) who not only state that the individuals’ 

resilience often determines how they will approach an adventure-based activity, but also cite various studies that 

have shown individual resilience levels to increase after participation in an ABEL programme (Neill & Dias, 

2001; Ewert & Yoshino, 2011; O’Brien & Lomas, 2016). Resilience can therefore be both an outcome of 

successful ABEL intervention or could catalyse the development of other constructs during the ABEL process. 

Mixed results have, however, been reported in this regard, with studies finding different roles and significance 

of this construct during ABEL intervention (Skehull, 2001; Ewert & Yoshino, 2008; Boyers, 2015).  

As a consequence of these discrepancies, Bettmann et al. (2013) suggested that future research should 

investigate why and how such programmes are effective, and for whom. Research has indicated that some 

participants can be resistant or reluctant to change (Booth & Neill, 2017). This has led to an increase in research 

focusing on aspects that can influence the outcomes and the effectiveness of ABEL programmes (Behrens et al., 

2017; O’Brien & Lomas, 2016). Sibthorp et al. (2007) described the ‘black box’ effect, where the achievement 

of certain outcomes after participating in an ABEL programme is well established, but with very little evidence 

for the specific psychological mechanisms that allow for these changes to occur. This can be due to limited 

knowledge about the specific psychological mechanisms that allows these changes to occur (Russell, 2012).  

Various factors can have an impact on whether positive change occurs and the amount of change 

reported by participants. One such construct that has gained popularity is the mindset with which participants 
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approach challenges; in this case, the challenges typically forming part of ABEL interventions (Dweck, 2008). 

A recent study conducted by O’Brien and Lomas (2016), which focuses on some of the significant 

psychological constructs that can have an impact during an ABEL programme, has confirmed the potential role 

of participants’ mindset while engaging with programme activities. In their study, these authors set the specific 

objective to increase participants’ self-efficacy, growth mindset and resilience. Their results suggest that 

mindset is not only changeable, but that outdoor personal development courses (in this study referred to as 

ABEL interventions) can indeed contribute towards the development of a growth mindset. These authors 

specifically suggest more qualitative follow-up studies in order to determine the dynamic interaction between 

mindset and resilience while participating in an ABEL programme (O’Brien & Lomas, 2016).  

More than a quarter of century ago, Ewert (1994) eluded to the fact that the way in which individuals 

perceive their own capabilities to overcome challenges or difficulties in adventure-based programmes can be 

linked to the outcomes of such programmes and, more specifically, to their resilience. Mindset theory is a socio-

cognitive model that focuses on an individual’s underlying beliefs about the self and how these beliefs can be 

used to foster powerful motivation processes and create meaningful patterns of thoughts, feelings, and 

behaviours (Dweck & Leggett, 1988), especially in difficult situations. A distinction can be made between a 

fixed mindset and a growth mindset (Dweck, 2008). A fixed mindset refers to the belief that intelligence, 

character, and personality are fixed from birth and are unable to change (Dweck & Sorich, 1999). Such an 

individual views any challenges as a threat to their own capabilities often resulting in feelings of failure, which 

are viewed as indicators of their natural incompetence within a specific area (O’Brien & Lomas, 2016). 

Subsequently, these individuals tend to avoid situations in which they feel they will not be able to succeed, 

become distracted, and withdraw from the situation (Elliott & Dweck, 1988).  

In contrast, a growth mindset refers to the belief that intelligence, character, and personality are 

changeable and can be developed (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Individuals with a growth mindset will more easily 

seek out challenges and view them as important learning opportunities, and are more prone to finding solutions 

in difficult situations and looking for new and meaningful ways of overcoming difficult situations (Elliott & 

Dweck, 1988). 

Based on the above, it can be argued that a person’s mindset might undergo significant changes, and/or 

contribute significantly in determining the outcome when facing a difficult situation. ABEL programme 

activities are known for placing participants in situations that they find challenging in order to recover a sense of 

equilibrium. This is considered an important element of these programmes that allow for optimal growth of the 

participant as well as the development of his/her resilience (Gass, 1993; Eckstein & Rüth, 2015). This study 

aims to explore the constructs of mindset and resilience, and the perceived association between these constructs 

in an ABEL intervention programme, presented in a South African context. The researcher hypothesises that not 

only does both mindset and resilience form an integral part of participants’ experience of an ABEL programme, 

but that these constructs are closely associated with each other during the ABEL experience. Due to the non-

experimental nature of the study design, no assumptions regarding the existence of any causal relationships 

between these constructs can be made. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

Research design and method 

Interactive qualitative analysis (IQA; Northcutt & McMcoy, 2004) was employed to obtain a rich and thick 

description (Bargate, 2014) from participants of their mindset and resilience while participating in an ABEL 

programme. IQA entrusts participants with the theoretical analysis and interpretation of their own data (Bargate, 

2014) and, while providing a systematic, rigorous, and explicable representation of participant experiences, 

overcomes post-modern challenges of trustworthiness, dependability, and confirmability of results. Even though 

IQA is qualitative in nature, quantitative frequency analysis is also employed to interpret the data (Northcutt & 

McMcoy, 2004).  

 

Participants and sampling 

A convenience sample consisting of 13 male participants between the ages of 17 and 22 years took part in the 

study. The participants were full-time students enrolled in an adventure-based gap year programme presented in 

Still Bay, Western Cape in South Africa. During the adventure-based gap year programme, participants are 

exposed to a variety of different adventure activities. These include scuba diving, abseiling, mountain biking, 

and hiking, to just name a few. The programme also allows the enrolled students to visit different regions in 

South Africa. The programme relies strongly on experiential learning (i.e. learning through doing), where each 

activity has a set objective and is debriefed by a professional facilitator. This allows participants to reach goals 

with incremental difficulty and embark on a continuous path of personal growth. 

 During the time of the study, participants were already five months into the adventure-based gap year 

programme and had just completed the Fish River Canyon hike in Namibia a week prior to the research study.  
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Data collection and analysis 

Data collection consisted of two phases. During phase one, a discussion group was held with the 13 participants 

in order to gain a better understanding of their experience of the adventure-based gap year programme. The 

discussion group was asked this question: “Thinking back on your experience for the past six months, what did 

you experience?” This allowed the participants to give the researcher a better understanding of their context and 

also to elicit their experience of the programme. After some engagement, the following questions were then 

presented to the participants: 

1. “Thinking back on your experience for the past six months, what did you experience?” 

2. “What did you realise, if anything, about yourself that has changed” 

3. “What do you think about yourself did not change at all and what was not able to change at all due to 

the adventure programme?” 

4. “What was challenging for you during the programme which you were able to manage?” 

5. “What did you experience as challenging during this programme, and what was difficult for you which 

you were not able to manage?” 

 

In line with inductive methodology, a conscious effort was made during the formulation of these questions not 

to refer to the constructs of mindset and resilience directly as this might have inadvertently influenced the way 

in which participants reflected on their ABEL experience. The constructs of mindset (questions 2 and 3) and 

resilience (questions 4 and 5) were however indirectly introduced into the conversation, and invited participants 

to elaborate further on these aspects of their experience. Only during the interpretation phase as it appears in the 

discussion section, were results analysed from a theoretical perspective, keeping recent definitions of mindset 

and resilience in mind. 

During phase two of the data collection, participants were instructed to write down their thoughts on a 

blank card that was provided and then divided into six small groups consisting of between two and three 

members per group, for the data analysis phase. 

 The small groups were instructed to compare their experiences of the ABEL programme and identify 

four common themes that consisted of their integrated thoughts, feelings, and experiences. Each theme was then 

presented by a keyword on an individual A4-sized card. Each group then presented their theme cards to the 

large group, explaining the meaning of each theme card. The cards (21 in total) were placed against a wall to 

allow the discussion group to see each small group’s themes.  

The research team then facilitated a discussion, similar to axial coding in thematic analysis (Northcutt 

& McCoy, 2004) among all participants to group cards together based on their perceived similarities or 

differences. This process continued until all participants were satisfied that the grouping of cards made sense 

and accurately reflected their experience. 

A questionnaire was then compiled to assess the perceived cause-effect relationship between the 

themes, similar to theoretical coding (Northcutt & Mcoy, 2004). The questionnaire consists of items directly 

comparing all the themes. Participants, for example, had to indicate whether theme A causes theme B, B causes 

A, or A and B do not influence each other. Based on their responses, the researcher calculated, according to IQA 

guidelines (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004), the cumulative frequency (CF), cumulative percentage of relations 

(CPR), cumulative percentage of frequencies (CPF), and power analysis of the themes in relation to each other. 

An inter-relational diagram (IRD) was then generated from the data obtained from the frequency table. 

This provided the delta value of each theme which reflects the differences between the incoming and outgoing 

causes and, as a result, the strength of the influence that each theme has. From the delta value, themes were then 

identified either as drivers (positive delta value), outcomes (negative delta value), or pivot points (delta of 0) in 

the system.  

The researcher then created a hypothetical model of the group’s analysis to visually represent their 

reality. The first step was to develop a cluttered systematic influence diagram (SID), which is a visual 

representation of participants’ experience. Next, the principle of redundancy was applied in order to eliminate 

any obsolete relationship paths among the themes. This allowed the researcher to keep all the indirect paths and 

remove any direct paths generated from the data.  

The final product was a clean SID which only shows the “minimum number of links required to 

completely represent the underlying logic of the IRD” (Northcutt & McCoy, 2004, p: 180). 

 

Trustworthiness 

To ensure trustworthiness, the four aspects of Lincoln and Guba’s model of trustworthiness were applied 

(Krefting, 1991). Credibility was achieved by gathering the data exactly as prescribed for the IQA process 

(Northcutt & McCoy, 2004). This was achieved by allowing participants to provide and analyse the information, 

and through member checking where identified themes and their associations were verified with the participants 

themselves. Transferability was achieved by providing a complete description of the methodology in order to 

make the research more applicable and useful for future research. Dependability was achieved by giving a 
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detailed description of the research process. This was done by providing a thorough and comprehensive 

description of the research design and the implementation. Neutrality refers to the researcher’s ability to be as 

unbiased and unprejudiced as possible towards the research process and design (Sarantakos, 2005). By allowing 

the discussion group to analyse the data, the influence of the researcher was eliminated which contributes 

towards the trustworthiness of the study (Bargate, 2014).  

 

Ethical considerations 

Ethical approval was obtained from the Health Research Ethics Committee (HREC) of the North-West 

University (ethics approval number NWU-00092-18-A1). Prior to enrolment in the study, all participants were 

required to complete informed assent forms. In addition, participants’ parents/guardians were required to 

provide written informed consent.  

The concept of partial confidentiality was explained to the participants, since participation in this study 

consisted of a focus group. The rules and limitations of confidentiality were discussed beforehand and were also 

explained during the information session with the prospective participants. The confidentiality, rights, and 

privacy of all the participants were of main concern, and participants were also informed that their participation 

was purely voluntary and that they could withdraw from the study at any time.  

 

RESULTS 

During the discussion group and subsequent reflection on the questions posed to them, the participants 

identified ten different themes which are presented below (Table 1) together with a short description or 

overview of each theme.  Also referred to as ‘affinities’ within the IQA method, these themes were: (1) 

Brotherhood; (2) Healing; (3) Dealing with anger; (4) Teamwork; (5) Challenge; (6) Personal growth; (7) 

Clarity about the future; (8) Self-respect; (9) Struggle and perseverance; and (10) Purpose.  

Table 1 

Description and Verbatim Examples of Themes 

No Theme Description of theme 

1 Brotherhood This theme was about deeper relationships that have formed during the 

ABEL programme. These relationships formed due to shared experiences 

during the programme which created a stronger bond among participants. 

“We are brothers, but not connected by blood…” 

2 Healing Participants experienced the adventure programme as therapeutic. To them, 

the programme was therapeutic to such an extent that it led to a sense of 

healing. One participant stated that he has been battling with depression for 

some time and that after two months of participating in the programme, he 

started to feel better. He was surprised by the impact that the programme 

had on his mental wellbeing 

3 Dealing with anger Anger was experienced by the majority of participants at some point during 

the programme, either towards other students or facilitators. For many, this 

provided them with the opportunity to learn and adopt new self-regulation 

strategies. “I struggle with trust and I didn’t always know when to speak the 

truth. I have learned how to manage my anger.” 

4 Teamwork Teamwork among participants was achieved by learning to rely on each 

other and utilising their differences while working together to reach a 

common goal. This created a strong feeling of support and trust. “We need 

to support each other and stand together as a group to motivate each other, 

we are able to respect each other which is important if you work together as 

a team.” 

5 Challenge Challenge was a common experience among participants and was seen as 

anything that pushed them out of their comfort zones. This allowed them to 

learn and explore new areas and also develop new skills to cope. “If you 

want to find yourself, you should move out of your comfort zone…” 

6 Personal growth Personal growth was referred to as the development of new skills, 

overcoming their fears, improvement in self-confidence, and, in general, 

improving in other aspects in life to become a better person. This involved 

taking responsibility for a variety of things ranging from personal hygiene, 

cleanliness, practical skills such as to learning advanced mountain biking, 

and also confronting fears. By being confronted with these fears, they were 

able to overcome them, which gave them a boost in their self-confidence. “I 
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Table 2 shows the frequency and power analyses of participants’ perceived cause-effect relationships 

between themes. The theme pair with the highest frequency (6←9) indicates that 12 of the 13 participants 

perceived theme 6 (Personal growth) to be caused, or at least influenced, by theme 9 (Struggle and 

perseverance). Only the frequencies with the highest power are indicated in Table 2, based on the maximum 

power value reached at 18.57 at the 49th relational pair. This included all theme pairs that received 6 or more out 

of a maximum of 13 possible votes, representing 54% explaining 73% of the variance in data.  

No ambiguity (i.e., contradicting affinity pairs or bi-directional pairs) was observed in the data. 

Affinity pairs that showed a degree of bi-directionality could be excluded on the basis of lower frequencies in a 

certain direction, as no bi-directional pairs with the same number of votes were observed.  

 

Table 2 

Frequency and Power Analysis of Themes in Relation to Each Other 

Theme Pair Frequency 
Cumulative 

Frequency (CF) 

Cumulative 

Percent (CP) 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Frequency 

(CPF) 

Power 

6←9 12 12 1,11 2.33 1.22 

1→2 11 23 2.22 4.47 2.25 

3→6 11 34 3.33 6.61 3.28 

5→6 11 45 4.44 8.75 4.31 

1→9 11 56 5.55 10.89 5.34 

7←9 11 67 6.66 13.04 6.37 

4→6 10 77 7.77 14.98 7.21 

2←9 10 87 8.88 16.93 8.04 

was scared of swimming in the big ocean but after I have done it for a few 

times I became more confident in doing it on my own.” 

7 Clarity about the 

future 

The adventure programme exposed the participants to various different 

scenarios and activities which they felt had a strong impact on their future 

plans. This challenged them to reconsider what they would like to do after 

the programme, but also gave them a sense of relief and happiness. “This 

programme has allowed me to explore different areas of interest and also 

allowed me to do the things that I like. It has allowed me to think about what 

I would like to do after the programme and what I would like to study at a 

university.” 

8 Self-respect Mastering new skills made participants feel proud about themselves and 

respect themselves more. Participants also started to treat other students with 

respect, which affected how they see themselves. “The adventure 

programme made me a stronger person which gave me new respect for 

myself, and also to find myself as a person.” 

9 Struggle and 

perseverance 

Without exception, the adventure programme proved to be a new and 

challenging environment for all of the participants, who often reported that 

they struggled on a daily basis. This occurred on an individual and group 

level and was directly related to programme activities like participating in a 

five-day hike, having to follow new rules, and taking on new 

responsibilities.  The hike was especially difficult for the participants and 

they had to persevere in order to reach the end of the hike. Persevering 

through these struggles enabled participants to eventually understand the 

purpose of some of their other experiences: “I initially struggled to 

understand why I have to do certain things such as washing the dishes, only 

after I have done so, I realised the meaning as to why I had to do it.” 

10 Purpose By being able to persevere through the abovementioned challenges, 

participants realised the meaning behind it. They gradually developed an 

understanding that there was a greater purpose and reason behind their 

struggles, which proved to be a valuable process and realisation for the 

participants. “I later started to accept it because I started to understand why 

I had to do it.” 
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1→6 9 96 9.99 18.68 8.69 

1←5 9 105 11.10 20.43 9.33 

1←8 9 114 12.21 22.18 9.97 

2←5 9 123 13.32 23.93 10.61 

4←9 9 132 14.43 25.68 11.25 

6←10 9 141 15.54 27.43 11.89 

1←4 8 149 16.65 28.99 12.34 

2←4 8 157 17.76 30.54 12.78 

7←10 8 165 18.87 32.10 13.23 

2→8 7 172 19.98 33.46 13.48 

3→4 7 179 21.09 34.82 13.73 

3→8 7 186 22.20 36.19 13.99 

4→10 7 193 23.31 37.55 14.24 

5→9 7 200 24.42 38.91 14.49 

5→10 7 207 25.53 40.27 14.74 

6→7 7 214 26.64 41.63 14.99 

6→8 7 221 27.75 43.00 15.24 

8→10 7 228 28.86 44.36 15.50 

9→10 7 235 29.97 45.72 15.75 

2←3 7 242 31.08 47.08 16.00 

2←6 7 249 32.19 48.44 16.25 

3←7 7 256 33.30 49.81 16.50 

3←9 7 263 34.41 51.17 16.76 

4←5 7 270 35.52 52.53 17.01 

5←7 7 277 36.63 53.89 17.26 

7←8 7 284 37.74 55.25 17.51 

8←9 7 291 38.85 56.61 17.76 

2→6 6 297 39.96 57.78 17.82 

4→5 6 303 41.07 58.95 17.88 

4→8 6 309 42.18 60.12 17.94 

1←3 6 315 43.29 61.28 17.99 

1←10 6 321 44.40 62.45 18.05 

2←7 6 327 45.51 63.62 18.11 

2←8 6 333 46.62 64.79 18.16 

2←10 6 339 47.73 65.95 18.22 

3←5 6 345 48.84 67.12 18.28 

4←10 6 351 49.95 68.29 18.34 

5←10 6 357 51.06 69.46 18.39 

6←7 6 363 52.17 70.62 18.45 

6←8 6 369 53.28 71.79 18.51 

8←10 6 375 54.39 72.96 18.57 

 

The power analysis of the associations between theme pairs is graphically presented in Figure 1, with 

each point representing a theme pair. Figure 1 clearly indicates where the power curve peaks (18.4), which 

corresponds to 49 out of a possible 90 (54%) relation pairs explaining 73% of the variation in the data.  

 



 26 

 
Figure 1. Power analysis. 

The next step was to determine the direction of the perceived influence of each theme, as indicated in 

the inter-relational diagram (Table 3). The resultant delta values indicate the participants’ perceived cause-and-

effect relationships between the 10 themes. In Table 3, the arrows represent the direction of influence, and 0 

represents the absence of a perceived relationship between two themes. From Table 3, it is evident that theme 5 

has the highest delta (6), which makes it the primary causal theme (also referred to as a driver) in the resultant 

model, followed by themes 9, 3, and 4 (in descending order). Conversely, themes 7, 1, 8, 6, and 2 (in ascending 

order) represent outcomes, or themes caused by the other (driver) themes. Theme 10 is seen as a pivot due to 

having equal numbers of incoming and outgoing arrows.  

 

Table 3 

Inter-Relational Diagram (IRD) 

Theme 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 OUT IN DELTA () 

1  0 ↑ ← ← ← ↑ 0 ← ↑ ← 3 5 -2 

2 ← 0  ← ← ← ← ← ↑ ← ← 1 8 -7 

3 ↑ ↑   ↑ ← ↑ ← ↑ ← 0 5 3 2 

4 ↑ ↑ ←   ← ↑ 0 ↑ ← ↑ 5 3 2 

5 ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ 0  ↑ ← 0 ↑ ↑ 7 1 6 

6 ← ↑ ← ← ←   ↑ ↑ ← ← 3 6 -3 

7 0 ↑ ↑ 0 ↑ ←   ← ← ← 3 4 -1 

8 ↑ ← ← ← 0 ← ↑   ← ↑ 3 5 -2 

9 ← ↑ ↑ ↑ ← ↑ ↑ ↑   ↑ 7 2 5 

10 ↑ ↑ 0 ← ← ↑ ↑ ← ←   4 4 0 

← = incoming influence; ↑ = outgoing influence; 0 = no influence 

 

Figure 2 shows a graphic depiction of the data summarised in the inter-relational diagram (Table 3). This final, 

clean systematic influence diagram (SID) represents a hypothetical model, developed according to the IRD, 

after removal of all redundant links from the initial cluttered SID.  
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The model illustrates that participants perceived the programme as a challenge, which caused some struggle and 

required participants to persevere. Participants associated their struggle with feelings of anger which they had to 

manage or deal with. In order to deal with this effectively, participants had to work together as a team, which 

eventually caused them to experience a sense of purpose. Their ability to discern or find a sense purpose within 

their experience served as an important pivot point from which two possibilities emerged. On the one hand, this 

led to the experience of personal growth which, through its healing effect, led to an increased sense of self-

respect, as well as a feeling of brotherhood, which then feeds back into personal growth. Both a sense of 

purpose and personal growth caused participants to develop more clarity about the future, which interestingly 

feeds back into the starting point of the conceptual model, namely the experience of challenge. The model and 

the association that its components show with the concepts of mindset and resilience will be discussed in the 

next section.  

 

DISCUSSION 

The objective of the study was to explore the association between mindset and resilience in an 

adventure-based experiential learning (ABEL) programme, presented in a South African context. It is important 

to note that the researcher previously worked at the ABEL programme provider, and therefore special effort was 

made to ensure that the data collection and analysis were conducted as objectively as possible. This was 

achieved by including three study leaders with the data collection and analysis and also through the participants 

analysing the data that they generated.  

Although neither of the constructs of mindset and resilience were explicitly mentioned by participants 

in their experience of the programme, it appears from existing literature that a number of the themes that 

emerged from the participants’ reflections and that form part of the model contain a strong reference to the 

concepts of mindset and resilience. The manner in which these themes relate to the concepts of mindset and 

resilience will be discussed below.  

 

Mindset 

Mindset theory is a socio-cognitive model which focuses on underlying beliefs about the self and how one can 

utilise those beliefs in order to foster powerful motivation processes and create significant patterns of thoughts, 

feelings, and behaviours (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). According to mindset theory, there is a distinction between 

a growth and fixed mindset. An individual with a fixed mindset believes that intelligence, character, and 

personality are fixed from birth and cannot be changed (Dweck & Sorich, 1999). In contrast, an individual with 

a growth mindset believes that intelligence, character, and personality can change and develop (Dweck & 

Leggett, 1988). The following themes that emerged from the conceptual model relate to mindset: challenge 

Figure 2. Conceptual model of the themes. 
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(theme 5); dealing with anger (theme 3); teamwork (theme 4); purpose (theme 10); and clarity about the future 

(theme 7).  

The conceptual model in Figure 2 demonstrates that the developmental process was initiated by the 

presence of a challenge (theme 5). By having to face a challenge, which participants described as “being pushed 

out of their comfort zones”, participants embarked on a journey that eventually contributed to the experience of 

personal growth and provided them with clarity about their future. According to Dweck and Sorich (1999), an 

individual with a fixed mindset would tend to view any challenge as a threat to their abilities and their sense of 

self-worth. The inability to face or complete challenges successfully would lead these individuals to view 

themselves as failures and to avoid challenges rather than face them. According to the conceptual model, this 

could potentially stymie participants’ growth by preventing them from experiencing the remainder of the 

process. Within the adventure-based programme, there were, however, various challenges that they face on a 

daily basis, individually or in a group context, and therefore various opportunities to develop a growth mindset. 

From their reflections, participants were able to gradually open themselves up to challenges, and proceeded with 

the rest of the process, which might have facilitated the development of a growth mindset. Although it is likely 

that some of the participants had a growth mindset prior to the ABEL programme, it is also possible that the 

nature of the programme led to the development of a growth mindset.  

As a consequence of dealing with the challenges they faced as part of the ABEL experience, 

participants reported feelings of anger, as well as the realisation that they had to learn new ways of dealing with 

their anger (theme 3). Literature states that having a growth mindset is associated with increased self-regulation 

and, more specifically, the ability to use adaptative coping and self-regulation strategies in dealing with 

unwanted emotions (Schroder et al., 2017). Participants’ reflections about self-regulating strategies such as 

counting to ten or focusing on their breathing to control their anger show that their beliefs about their emotions 

are malleable (Kneeland et al., 2016). This strongly suggests the importance of a growth mindset as they are 

able to engage and actively manage and regulate their emotions constructively, especially when they are facing 

a challenging situation. By being able to have the belief that emotions are malleable, participants display the 

presence and/or development of a growth mindset. Perhaps due to their successful attempts at managing their 

anger and frustration as described above, participants started to realise and experience the importance of 

teamwork (theme 4) and being able to rely on each other to reach a common goal. Within the adventure-based 

programme, most of the activities are conducted in a team consisting of five participants in order to ensure the 

safety of the students and also to allow them to obtain new skills through observational learning. By being able 

to work together as a team and collaborating to obtain a shared goal, the participants seemed to develop mutual 

respect, as well as self-respect. The emphasis placed on teamwork also relates to having a growth mindset. 

According to mindset theory (Dweck, 2009), group participants with a fixed mindset would most likely try to 

outperform their peers in a group setting and would not realise the value of working together as a team to obtain 

a common purpose or goal. 

It would appear that the above leads participants towards a pivotal point in the conceptual model. From 

initially facing challenges, their experiences lead them on a path towards making meaning and understanding 

the purpose of the programme (theme 10). This realisation seems pivotal, as discovering a sense of purpose in 

their experiences creates two feedback loops.  

Focusing on the first feedback loop, the data suggest that participants’ realisation of the purpose of 

their experience leads them towards experiencing personal growth (theme 6). This involves them not only 

feeling that they performed better in the ABEL programme, but also viewing themselves as better-functioning 

individuals in general. According to O’Brien and Lomas (2016), an individual’s mindset has a significant 

impact on how they view themselves and their capabilities. Adopting a growth mindset sets individuals up for 

experiencing personal growth and opens them up to learning and mastering new skills (O’Brien & Lomas, 

2016). This was confirmed in the participants’ reflections.  

With regard to the second feedback loop, many of the participants indicated that they enrolled for this 

programme for the specific purpose of gaining a better understanding of themselves and clarity about their 

future (theme 7). Participants’ ability to reach this objective seems to have been facilitated by the ABEL 

programme environment, where participants were exposed to new experiences and learned new aspects about 

themselves. This allowed them to start reconsidering their future plans and gain clarity about what they would 

like to do in the future. Many of the participants stated that they would like to further their studies at a 

university. This reminds strongly of a growth mindset, which is characterised by a person developing the belief 

that they have what it takes to make a success of new challenges (Hochanadel & Finamore, 2015). It thus seems 

that the time spent participating in the ABEL programme helped to equip participants with the necessary self-

belief to take on new challenges and further their education.  

In summary, mindset appears to have played an important role in various stages of participants’ 

experiences as they faced the challenges related to the ABEL programme.  
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Resilience 

Resilience is a psychological construct that has become increasingly popular in research due to the impact it has 

on the personal development of a person (Bowen & Neill, 2013). Resilience has been described as a dynamic 

process of positive adaptations and the development of new coping skills when a person is faced with significant 

threat or adversity (Allan & McKenna, 2019; Ewert & Yoshino, 2011). Looking at the conceptual model as 

described above, the following themes that emerged from participants’ experiences could be related to 

resilience: challenge (theme 5); struggle and perseverance (theme 9); dealing with anger (theme 3); healing 

(theme 2); personal growth (theme 6), and clarity about the future (theme 7). 

According to the available literature, resilience plays an important role when a person is facing a 

challenging (theme 5) situation (Nel, 2014). Levels of resilience can strongly influence how an individual will 

react in and overcome this type of situation. Within this ABEL programme, participants faced such situations 

almost daily, making it an ideal context within which to develop their resilience. While reflecting on the 

potential benefits inherent to these programmes, Ewert (1994) confirms that the way in which individuals 

perceive their capabilities to overcome these challenges or difficulties can be linked with their sense of 

resilience. This is also echoed by O’Brien and Lomar (2016) who state that individuals’ resilience often 

determines their approach to an adventure-based activity.  

The challenges faced by the participants led to them struggling with various course elements. 

Gradually, participants were able to learn and apply new skills and started to make sense of why they had to go 

through these experiences. In doing so, participants became aware of their ability to persevere (theme 9). This 

resonates well with the concept of resilience, which, fundamentally, is the ability to overcome difficult 

situations and persist in the face of adversity (Hayhurst et al., 2013; Wagnild, 2009). Struggle and perseverance 

appeared to be part of the daily operations of the adventure-based programme. Participants typically found the 

types of activities that form part of the ABEL programme challenging and difficult. Although trying to complete 

these activities causes the participants to experience challenge and struggle, this was accompanied by a 

realisation that, in order for them to overcome these difficult and challenging situations, they needed to develop 

resilience and perseverance.  

As a consequence of having to face challenging and difficult situations, and by struggling and 

persevering through these challenges, participants had to start dealing with their anger (theme 3) and finding 

ways to regulate their own emotions. It has been documented by Kay (2016) that being able to regulate one’s 

emotions during challenging situations links well with resilience because it enables a reduction of debilitating 

negative emotions and an increase in positive emotions.  

Participants also reflected on experiencing the therapeutic value of the ABEL programme, which led to 

a sense of healing (theme 2), specifically related to their mental well-being. These findings are in line with 

previous research which highlighted the therapeutic value of adventure programmes in general (Neill, 2003). 

One participant felt that participating in the programme helped him to deal with and overcome his depression. 

The therapeutic effect of adventure-based programmes has been well documented, especially when utilising 

these programmes within an adolescent population (Rickwood et al., 2007). The healing process of these 

adventure-based programmes are echoed by Kurt Hahn, the founder of Outward Bound, who stated that 

adventure-based activities is a double-edged sword which cuts a person open in order to allow them to heal 

stronger than before (Richards, 1977). This links well with the positive adaptation that characterises resilience, 

whereby a person is able to overcome difficult and challenging situations while increasing their level of 

competence in these situations (Ewert & Yoshino, 2011). 

The results suggested that the healing process led participants to gaining more self-respect (theme 8) as 

they learnt new things about themselves and acquired new skills. This resulted in feelings of pride which had a 

positive influence on how they interacted with other participants and with the ABEL programme staff. The 

effect of gaining self-respect and respect for others contributed to participants experiencing strong social support 

and developing feelings of brotherhood (theme 1). This loop came to a full circle with participants reporting a 

sense of increased personal growth (theme 6) following this sequence of intrapersonal experiences. This process 

then either fed back into the subsystem or led to participants obtaining clarity about their future (theme 7). 

Interestingly, the clarity participants gained about their future feeds back into the model, creating new 

challenges that one would have to face (theme 5). The model shows that the growth and development 

experienced as part of the programme, and the clarity that these experiences create, could lead to experiencing 

all of the themes as described above again. This is probably one of the strongest features of the model, as it 

indicates the presence of a continuous process or upward spiral of development. As remarked by Ewert and 

Yoshino (2011), this process allows one to learn, grow, adapt, and overcome. It links well with what resilience 

actually enables one to do, as resilience is often acquired by overcoming difficult situations and being able to 

learn and adapt from these situations. This allows for the development of new coping mechanisms and 

continuous growth (Allan & McKenna, 2019). 

As seen from the discussion above, the role of resilience was implied in a number of themes that 

emerged from ABEL participants’ experiences.  
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CONCLUSION 

This study aimed to explore the association between mindset and resilience in an ABEL programme presented 

in a South African context. The conceptual model of participants’ experiences in an adventure-based 

programme shows a variety of different themes that emerged. A number of the themes showed strong 

associations with both mindset and resilience as defined in current literature, implying the interplay between 

these concepts while participating in an ABEL programme. Previous studies have mentioned the ‘black box 

effect’ (Ewert, 1989), referring to practitioners’ inability to identify the reasons behind the changes observed 

during ABEL programming. The conceptual model that has emerged from our data, as presented in Figure 2, 

can hypothetically shed some light on this by indicating how adventure-based programming could possibly 

facilitate change.  

It would appear that the two constructs of mindset and resilience are inter-related and involved in 

various stages of participants’ experience during the ABEL programme. The inter-relatedness of the two 

constructs appears to have a strong impact on the participants’ ability to develop a ‘psychological immunisation’ 

as described by O’Brien and Lomas (2016). It is possible that some of the participants could have had a fixed 

mindset prior to the ABEL programme, and by participating in the programme, there was a shift from a fixed 

mindset towards a growth mindset. It is, of course, likely that participants had, at least to some degree, a growth 

mindset as well as a degree of resilience prior to the programme, and the presence of these constructs in 

participants’ experience can therefore not be accredited only to their ABEL experiences. 

From participants’ reflections, it does seem justified to conclude that the further development of these 

constructs could, at least to some degree, be ascribed to experiences directly related to the programme elements. 

The themes that emerged indeed indicate that the participants had a strong tendency towards developing a 

growth mindset and a higher degree of resilience. It therefore seems that there needs to be a fine balance 

between the two constructs, and that participating in an ABEL programme can assist in the development of 

resilience and mindset.  

 

LIMITATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The study had a number of limitations, and recommendations that need to be reconsidered for future research. 

The researcher made use of a homogeneous group in order to collect the data, and results can therefore not be 

generalised to a larger or other population(s). Due to the availability of the participants in the ABEL 

programme, all of the participants were male. It is therefore recommended that future research include larger 

samples that are more representative of the demographic, ethnic, and gender groups typically involved in ABEL 

programmes. It is also recommended that future research utilise a mixed gender sample as this study only made 

use of male participants.  

 As this study focused on gaining a qualitative description of participants’ experiences, the mindset and 

resilience of participants were not objectively measured before the start of the programme. It is therefore 

difficult to know whether the participants’ mindset was solely influenced by participating in the ABEL 

programme, or whether they had a fixed or growth mindset prior to the ABEL programme. Despite this 

limitation, it does appear from the themes that emerged that participants’ experiences at least contributed to the 

development of a growth mindset and resilience, and that these developments were integrated into various 

stages of the process. Future research can utilise the conceptual model and identify certain activities that can 

address each of the different themes in order to promote mindset and resilience among the participants 

 During the data gathering process, it became evident that some of the participants became tired due to 

how much time the data gathering took. Even though frequent comfort breaks were provided for the 

participants, it is recommended that the impact of the ABEL programme on its participants should be taken into 

consideration when planning the data gathering. This can help identify an appropriate time for the data gathering 

in the ABEL programme schedule where the participants can be even more well rested.  

It is also recommended that the conceptual model that was generated be applied again to ABEL 

programmes, in order to understand which specific activities within the programme can further enhance 

participants’ mindset and resilience. It would also be interesting to see what effect participating in an ABEL 

programme can have on other psychological constructs. 
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CHAPTER 3: CRITICAL REFLECTION 

Introduction 

The research aimed to explore the association between mindset and resilience in an 

ABEL programme in the South African context. The IQA method was used to conduct this 

research and the participants were enrolled in a yearlong adventure-based gap year 

programme in Still Bay, Western Cape. During the programme, participants were exposed to 

a variety of different adventure activities which varied from hiking, mountain biking, scuba 

diving, and hunting, to name but a few. At the time of the research study, the participants had 

recently returned from a five-day hike in the Fish River Canyon. The study provided valuable 

insight into the impact of an ABEL programme on mindset and resilience. This section 

provides a critical reflection of the research process, as well as a personal reflection.   

The Research Process 

 My interest in the field of adventure therapy and adventure-based experiential 

learning started several years ago while I was completing my honours degree in psychology. 

After I completed my honours degree, I started working at the adventure-based gap year 

programme that was used for this study. During this time, I personally experienced the 

benefits of participating in adventure-based activities and I also witnessed the growth that 

some of the students underwent while participating in the programme.  

 On numerous occasions, I was taken out of my comfort zone, not only due to the 

adventure activities in which I participated, but also due to the working environment. I felt 

that by being taken out of my comfort zone during the activities, I was able to learn new 

skills and new ways of coping. I was also then able to utilise this in challenging situations at 

work or in my private life. I soon realised that the benefits of adventure-based activities were 

very valuable and that it was something that I had an interest in exploring further.  
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 When looking at the available literature and research, I became aware that in the field 

of adventure therapy and ABEL programmes, there is a ‘black box effect’, where change 

occurs within an individual while the process behind this change remains unclear. This 

inspired me to conduct research that would provide insight into how participating in an 

ABEL programme affects certain psychological constructs. I hoped that this would perhaps 

also help shed some light into the mysterious black box effect of ABEL programmes. 

This study was carefully planned and a school group was originally selected to draw 

participants from. Despite thorough planning and despite following the proper procedures to 

recruit participants, I experienced several setbacks and a lot of time was spent battling to gain 

enough participants for the study. After exploring our options, my research supervisor and I 

decided to approach the gap year programme where I worked several years ago to recruit 

participants. Since I personally experienced the gap year programme because I worked there 

for some years, I knew that the programme would allow me to achieve the goal of studying 

the effect that adventure-based programmes and activities can have on its participants. I was 

relieved that we were able to recruit a sufficient number of participants. Through this process, 

I learned that even when planning research thoroughly and following the correct procedures, 

it is important to be able to remain flexible and that it may be necessary to implement 

alternative plans. It is difficult to take all the variables into consideration when working with 

human participants and therefore one needs to be flexible and resourceful.  

Research Design 

A qualitative study design was implemented, which involved the use of interactive 

qualitative analysis (IQA). I decided that a qualitative study design would be best suited for 

this study as it would allow me to gain an in-depth and rich understanding of how 

participants experienced the ABEL programme. IQA, specifically, is considered an 

appropriate method when a researcher wishes to examine how a certain phenomenon is 
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socially constructed, and it allows the researcher to gain a systematic representation of the 

phenomenon being studied (Northcutt & McMcoy, 2004). Since I wanted to gain insight into 

the phenomenon of the ABEL programme possibly influencing mindset and resilience, this 

method seemed highly appropriate. 

The IQA process was a new research method to me. It was recommended by my 

study supervisor due to the richness of information that the data provide. I overcame the 

challenges of using a new research method not only by extensively researching the method, 

but also by involving a co-supervisor with extensive experience in the method. The IQA data 

gathering and analysis were implemented along with my co-supervisor. This allowed me to 

observe first-hand how to do the IQA method and how to analyse the data constructively. 

This was a valuable learning opportunity for me. What I enjoyed about the method is the way 

it allowed the participants to interact with the researcher and with each other. It was an 

interesting and a new way of gathering data, which has allowed me to gain a good 

understanding of how the participants experienced the ABEL programme. 

Participants 

 The participants of the study consisted of 13 male adolescents between the ages of 17 

and 22 years who were enrolled for the adventure-based gap year programme. The 

participants were eager to share their experience of the programme and to participate in the 

research. The ABEL programme was also a new experience for the participants, which takes 

them out of their comfort zone and allows them to experience personal growth. 

 I was able to relate to their experiences and also had a better understanding of some of 

the problems that they faced in the beginning of the programme that they were able to 

overcome later on. Even though I was able to relate to the participants, I was also careful to 

bracket my own experiences so that I could remain as objective as possible. I realised that 

even though the participants and I shared some of the same experiences, their experiences 
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were different and that the aim of the data gathering was to hear about the participants’ 

experiences and how they made sense of this themselves.  

Data Collection and Analysis 

For the data collection, a discussion group was held with the participants in order to 

collect the data. Participants were asked five questions that related to the ABEL programme, 

after which they had time to reflect on the five questions. During this time, myself together 

with my co-supervisor who facilitated the whole process engaged with the students while 

they were busy brainstorming. This interaction gave me an even better understanding of how 

they experienced the ABEL programme and each other. 

 The data gathering and analysis was fun and interactive and the participants enjoyed 

talking to each other about their own personal experience of the ABEL programme. Many of 

them shared the same experiences regarding certain adventure activities and they also 

enjoyed recalling and describing what they had been doing throughout the year. While 

listening to the participants and observing their interactions with each other, I was able to see 

that there was a strong bond that formed among the participants due to the ABEL programme 

and their shared experiences. 

 Towards the end of the data gathering process, some of the participants did become 

distracted and disengaged. This was, however, counteracted by constantly clarifying what 

they were saying in order to ensure that the researcher understood the essence of their 

experiences. This also contributed to the trustworthiness of the study and the reliability of the 

data gathered, as we tried to ensure that the participants’ own experiences and own words 

describing their experiences were captured in the data gathering. 

 The IQA process was a new approach for me to observe and I learned a lot by helping 

my co-supervisor who facilitated the process. By being part of the process, I experienced 

first-hand how the participants made sense of the data and why the themes emerged. It was a 
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good experience to see the ABEL programme through the eyes of the participants and how 

they experienced the programme, and also what was important for them in this programme, 

which made it an authentic process.  

Results 

The conceptual model that was generated from the data indicated that the participants 

experienced a variety of different thoughts and feelings related to the ABEL programme, 

which are represented by the themes. Ten themes emerged from the data. Challenge appeared 

to be the main theme that caused the participants to experience the remainder of the themes. 

It was also interesting to note from the results that there was a high degree of inter-

relatedness between mindset and resilience within the ABEL programme.  

Mindset and resilience appear to be a necessity when participating in an ABEL 

programme as it can affect how well one performs in such a programme and can also 

influence one’s self-perception.  It seems that an ABEL programme can be ideal in helping to 

foster resilience and to help shift a fixed mindset to a growth mindset. Mindset was not 

determined prior to this study; therefore, a recommendation for future research is to explore 

this. From the data, it emerged that most of the participants had a growth mindset and that 

they possess some degree of resilience. A longstanding challenge in the adventure therapy 

field is that it is evident that change occurs in the participants, but the reason as to why and 

how this happens is not always addressed. In some ways, the results of this study begin to 

address this question. To me, one of the most valuable parts of the results is the conceptual 

model that was generated based on the themes. This conceptual model provides a map to 

work from in order to facilitate the enhancement of mindset and resilience in an ABEL 

programme. 
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I believe that the research question has been addressed and with the conceptual model 

that was created, an understanding was gained of how mindset and resilience are associated 

with each other within the context of an ABEL programme. 

It is recommended that future research should utilise the conceptual model that was 

generated in order to help identify which specific activities in the ABEL programme can 

further enhance participants’ mindset and resilience.  

Due to the availability of only male participants that was enrolled for the ABEL 

programme, this study only had male participants. It is, however, recommended that future 

research should utilise a mixed-gender sample. 

It was evident during the data gathering and analysis process that some of the 

participants became tired after even though comfort breaks were provided. The participants 

did only recently return from a five-day hike before participating in this study, which could 

have affected their level of engagement. Perhaps in the future, a more appropriate time can be 

considered where the participants are more well rested from the programme demands. 

The process of data collection and analysis was also quite long. I did not realise that it 

would take approximately four hours to complete the whole process and I am grateful that my 

co-supervisor and supervisor were there to help keep the participants’ level of engagement 

high. 

Personal Reflection 

Having previously worked for the service provider of the ABEL programme for three 

years, it made sense for me to approach them after some years in order to conduct the 

research. This process has allowed me to experience the ABEL programme from a different 

viewpoint and has also contributed to my own existing knowledge of an ABEL programme. I 

also have a great appreciation for being able to share a glimpse of my life prior to my 

master’s studies with my two supervisors who accompanied me during the data gathering and 
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analysis process. This has allowed me to gain a better understanding of the IQA process by 

being able to observe and assist with the process. 

Even though I previously worked for the gap year programme, I tried to maintain 

objectivity in the data collection and interpretation of the data. Objectivity was promoted by 

including two study leaders in the data collection and analysis as well as having a third study 

leader that was also involved. Further, the participants analysed the data themselves as this is 

part of the IQA process. Clarification and member checking took place constantly during the 

initial data collection and analysis which the participants were involved in. 

The three years consumed by this study has been a strenuous process. The process has 

allowed for personal growth, but this came at a financial and emotional price. I have great 

appreciation for my study leader for his guidance and support as well as the emotional and 

financial support provided by family and close friends. The study contributed to my own 

personal level of resilience and determination, but some days, this turned into torture. The 

institutional hurdles at times took the enjoyment out of the research process, including the 

numerous setbacks that I experienced in trying to obtain participants for the study. I am proud 

that this study allowed me to further explore the field of adventure therapy and that I was 

hopefully able to contribute towards the field in some way.  

I am ecstatic to be done. 
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APPENDICES: Tables and Figures 

Table 1 

Description and Verbatim Examples of Themes 

No Theme Description of theme 

1 Brotherhood This theme was about deeper relationships that have formed 

during the ABEL programme. These relationships formed due 

to shared experiences during the programme which created a 

stronger bond among participants. “We are brothers, but not 

connected by blood…” 

2 Healing Participants experienced the adventure programme as 

therapeutic. To them, the programme was therapeutic to such 

an extent that it led to a sense of healing. One participant stated 

that he has been battling with depression for some time and that 

after two months of participating in the programme, he started 

to feel better. He was surprised by the impact that the 

programme had on his mental wellbeing 

3 Dealing with 

anger 

Anger was experienced by the majority of participants at some 

point during the programme, either towards other students or 

facilitators. For many, this provided them with the opportunity 

to learn and adopt new self-regulation strategies. “I struggle 

with trust and I didn’t always know when to speak the truth. I 

have learned how to manage my anger.” 

4 Teamwork Teamwork among participants was achieved by learning to rely 

on each other and utilising their differences while working 

together to reach a common goal. This created a strong feeling 

of support and trust. “We need to support each other and stand 

together as a group to motivate each other, we are able to 

respect each other which is important if you work together as a 

team.” 

5 Challenge Challenge was a common experience among participants and 

was seen as anything that pushed them out of their comfort 

zones. This allowed them to learn and explore new areas and 

also develop new skills to cope. “If you want to find yourself, 

you should move out of your comfort zone…” 

6 Personal growth Personal growth was referred to as the development of new 

skills, overcoming their fears, improvement in self-confidence, 

and, in general, improving in other aspects in life to become a 

better person. This involved taking responsibility for a variety 

of things ranging from personal hygiene, cleanliness, practical 

skills such as to learning advanced mountain biking, and also 

confronting fears. By being confronted with these fears, they 

were able to overcome them, which gave them a boost in their 

self-confidence. “I was scared of swimming in the big ocean 

but after I have done it for a few times I became more confident 

in doing it on my own.” 
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7 Clarity about the 

future 

The adventure programme exposed the participants to various 

different scenarios and activities which they felt had a strong 

impact on their future plans. This challenged them to reconsider 

what they would like to do after the programme, but also gave 

them a sense of relief and happiness. “This programme has 

allowed me to explore different areas of interest and also 

allowed me to do the things that I like. It has allowed me to 

think about what I would like to do after the programme and 

what I would like to study at a university.” 

8 Self-respect Mastering new skills made participants feel proud about 

themselves and respect themselves more. Participants also 

started to treat other students with respect, which affected how 

they see themselves. “The adventure programme made me a 

stronger person which gave me new respect for myself, and 

also to find myself as a person.” 

9 Struggle and 

perseverance 

Without exception, the adventure programme proved to be a 

new and challenging environment for all of the participants, 

who often reported that they struggled on a daily basis. This 

occurred on an individual and group level and was directly 

related to programme activities like participating in a five-day 

hike, having to follow new rules, and taking on new 

responsibilities.  The hike was especially difficult for the 

participants and they had to persevere in order to reach the end 

of the hike. Persevering through these struggles enabled 

participants to eventually understand the purpose of some of 

their other experiences: “I initially struggled to understand why 

I have to do certain things such as washing the dishes, only 

after I have done so, I realised the meaning as to why I had to 

do it.” 

10 Purpose By being able to persevere through the abovementioned 

challenges, participants realised the meaning behind it. They 

gradually developed an understanding that there was a greater 

purpose and reason behind their struggles, which proved to be a 

valuable process and realisation for the participants. “I later 

started to accept it because I started to understand why I had to 

do it.” 
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Table 2 

Frequency and Power Analysis of Themes in Relation to Each Other 

Theme Pair Frequency 

Cumulative 

Frequency 

(CF) 

Cumulative 

Percent (CP) 

Cumulative 

Percent 

Frequency 

(CPF) 

Power 

6←9 12 12 1,11 2.33 1.22 

1→2 11 23 2.22 4.47 2.25 

3→6 11 34 3.33 6.61 3.28 

5→6 11 45 4.44 8.75 4.31 

1→9 11 56 5.55 10.89 5.34 

7←9 11 67 6.66 13.04 6.37 

4→6 10 77 7.77 14.98 7.21 

2←9 10 87 8.88 16.93 8.04 

1→6 9 96 9.99 18.68 8.69 

1←5 9 105 11.10 20.43 9.33 

1←8 9 114 12.21 22.18 9.97 

2←5 9 123 13.32 23.93 10.61 

4←9 9 132 14.43 25.68 11.25 

6←10 9 141 15.54 27.43 11.89 

1←4 8 149 16.65 28.99 12.34 

2←4 8 157 17.76 30.54 12.78 

7←10 8 165 18.87 32.10 13.23 

2→8 7 172 19.98 33.46 13.48 

3→4 7 179 21.09 34.82 13.73 

3→8 7 186 22.20 36.19 13.99 

4→10 7 193 23.31 37.55 14.24 

5→9 7 200 24.42 38.91 14.49 

5→10 7 207 25.53 40.27 14.74 

6→7 7 214 26.64 41.63 14.99 

6→8 7 221 27.75 43.00 15.24 

8→10 7 228 28.86 44.36 15.50 

9→10 7 235 29.97 45.72 15.75 

2←3 7 242 31.08 47.08 16.00 

2←6 7 249 32.19 48.44 16.25 

3←7 7 256 33.30 49.81 16.50 

3←9 7 263 34.41 51.17 16.76 

4←5 7 270 35.52 52.53 17.01 

5←7 7 277 36.63 53.89 17.26 

7←8 7 284 37.74 55.25 17.51 

8←9 7 291 38.85 56.61 17.76 

2→6 6 297 39.96 57.78 17.82 

4→5 6 303 41.07 58.95 17.88 

4→8 6 309 42.18 60.12 17.94 

1←3 6 315 43.29 61.28 17.99 

1←10 6 321 44.40 62.45 18.05 

2←7 6 327 45.51 63.62 18.11 

2←8 6 333 46.62 64.79 18.16 

2←10 6 339 47.73 65.95 18.22 
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3←5 6 345 48.84 67.12 18.28 

4←10 6 351 49.95 68.29 18.34 

5←10 6 357 51.06 69.46 18.39 

6←7 6 363 52.17 70.62 18.45 

6←8 6 369 53.28 71.79 18.51 

8←10 6 375 54.39 72.96 18.57 
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Table 3 

Inter-Relational Diagram (IRD) 

Theme 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 OUT IN 

DELTA 

() 

1  0 ↑ ← ← ← ↑ 0 ← ↑ ← 3 5 -2 

2 ← 0  ← ← ← ← ← ↑ ← ← 1 8 -7 

3 ↑ ↑   ↑ ← ↑ ← ↑ ← 0 5 3 2 

4 ↑ ↑ ←   ← ↑ 0 ↑ ← ↑ 5 3 2 

5 ↑ ↑ ↑ ↑ 0  ↑ ← 0 ↑ ↑ 7 1 6 

6 ← ↑ ← ← ←   ↑ ↑ ← ← 3 6 -3 

7 0 ↑ ↑ 0 ↑ ←   ← ← ← 3 4 -1 

8 ↑ ← ← ← 0 ← ↑   ← ↑ 3 5 -2 

9 ← ↑ ↑ ↑ ← ↑ ↑ ↑   ↑ 7 2 5 

10 ↑ ↑ 0 ← ← ↑ ↑ ← ←   4 4 0 

← = incoming influence; ↑ = outgoing influence; 0 = no influence 
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Figure 1. Power analysis. 
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Figure 3. Conceptual model of the themes. 

 


