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Outdoor and adventure education has been shown to result in positive psy-
chological outcomes. This paper connects positive psychology—specifically,
strengths-based education—to important outcomes in outdoor and adven-
ture education. Strengths-based education encourages participants to 
intentionally use their talents to achieve success in the environment in
which they are placed. In this paper, we explain why, when, and how to use
a strengths-based approach in outdoor and adventure education. An illus-
trative example of a strengths-based approach to an international adventure
education course will be discussed. Quantitative and qualitative data
demonstrate that this strengths-based educational program was effective in
helping students achieve positive outcomes related to personal growth. This
paper will conclude by offering directions for practice and future research.
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Participation in outdoor and adventure education has been associ-
ated with developmental outcomes such as personal growth, 
enhanced interpersonal skills, and group development (Ewert &

Garvey, 2007). However, little is understood about the process by which
this development occurs (McKenzie, 2000; Sibthorp & Arthur-Banning,
2004). We suggest that research and theory from positive psychology pro-
vide one perspective on the process by which these outcomes are
achieved. In this paper we explain why, when, and how to use a strengths-
based approach in outdoor and adventure education. In doing so, we 
define strengths-based education within the domain of positive psychol-
ogy and connect it to key characteristics of outdoor and adventure educa-
tion. We then provide an illustrative example of a strengths-based
approach to an international adventure education course, supported by
quantitative and qualitative evaluation data. Finally, directions for prac-
tice and future research are offered.

Defining a Strengths-Based Approach to Education
Positive psychology is the science of optimal human functioning.

Broadly speaking, positive psychology includes the study of positive sub-
jective experiences (e.g., well-being, flow), positive individual traits (e.g.,
optimism, forgiveness), and positive institutions (e.g., collective well-
being; Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). The use of positive psycho-
logical concepts in the field of education has been increasing as a means
to address the mental health and learning needs of today’s students (Cono-
ley & Conoley, 2009). Flow (Fave & Massimini, 2005), hope (Snyder,
Lopez, Shorey, Rand, & Feldman, 2003), gratitude (Froh, Sefick, & 
Emmons, 2008), and character strengths (Park & Peterson, 2006) are among
the many such concepts being studied and applied in youth education.
Utilizing these positive psychological concepts in education provides an
approach to creating learning environments and experiences that amplify
students’ greatest resources—their natural talents and strengths.

A strengths-based approach to education is a general philosophy of
teaching and learning that “represents a return to basic educational prin-
ciples that emphasize the positive aspects of student effort and achieve-
ment, as well as human strengths” (Lopez & Louis, 2009, p. 1). Resting on the
science of positive psychology, this approach assumes that an individual’s
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greatest opportunity for development lies in leveraging natural talents
rather than merely remediating his or her weaknesses. The process of
leveraging talent in an educational setting was described by Anderson
(2004b) as “assessing, teaching, and designing experiential learning 
activities to help students identify their greatest talents, and to then 
develop and apply strengths based on those talents in the process of learn-
ing, intellectual development, and academic achievement to levels of per-
sonal excellence” (p. 1). 

The traditional developmental approach includes measurement,
identification of strengths and weaknesses, and weakness fixing. In this
approach, strengths are often ignored. In contrast, a strengths-based 
approach measures talent to identify strengths and weaknesses such that
one can “integrate activities of one’s life around talents, and manage
around weaknesses” (Clifton & Harter, 2003, p. 120). Lopez and Louis
(2009) proposed that education aimed at developing strengths should con-
sist of measuring strengths and positive psychological outcomes; indi-
vidualizing the learning experience to the needs of the student; creating
positive support networks; and applying and developing strengths. Of par-
ticular relevance to outdoor and adventure education is the intentional
development of strengths through “novel experiences and previously 
unexplored venues for focused practice of their strengths” (p. 5).

Previous research has found that strengths-based interventions can
improve engagement, direction, hope, subjective well-being, and confi-
dence in college students (Hodges & Clifton, 2004). Clifton and Harter
(2003) also reported that strengths development is associated with 
decreased absenteeism and tardiness in students.

The Role of Positive Affect in Strengths-Based Education
Activities that involve the exploration and application of one’s

strengths produce a positive emotional response (Boyatzis, Smith, &
Blaize, 2006). Fredrickson’s (1998) broaden-and-build theory provides
support for why the release of positive emotions might result in positive
educational outcomes. Positive emotions open individuals’ minds to a
wide range of cognitive and behavioral options, especially compared to the
narrowing effect of negative emotions. In other words, positive emotions
“broaden” one’s perspective and behavioral repertoire. The psychological
benefits of fleeting experiences of positive emotions are then stored (i.e.,
built) to create a reservoir of physical, intellectual, and social resources
from which individuals draw in future circumstances. In this way,
episodes of positive emotions provide the foundation for overcoming 
intrapersonal and interpersonal challenges associated with participation
in outdoor and adventure education.
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Strengths in Outdoor and Adventure Education
A strengths-based approach is applicable to numerous aspects of out-

door and adventure education that impact participant learning and devel-
opment. For example, a strengths perspective can be applied to four of the
characteristics that McKenzie (2000) described as contributing to develop-
mental outcomes: physical environment, activities, processing, and group. 

First, the unfamiliar nature of adventure programming environments
has been credited with fostering new perspectives, an increased sense of
mastery, and even spiritual growth and transformation (McKenzie, 2000).
These outcomes have been attributed to the resolution of cognitive disso-
nance from which the participant emerges with an enhanced self-concept
(Nadler, 1993). A strengths-based approach may offer psychological 
resources to support this process and engender positive learning behaviors
in participants. For example, exploring and developing strengths promotes
positive self-evaluation that shapes one’s beliefs about oneself now and
in the future. Positive appraisals of both the current and the possible self
have been associated with effective learning behaviors (Bandura, 1982;
Markus & Nuirus, 1986; Rosenberg, 1965). The belief that one can learn
leads to the development of “sophisticated strategies for intentional learn-
ing” based on one’s unique talents and the different learning challenges
one faces (Kolb & Kolb, 2009, p. 2).

Second, inherent in outdoor and adventure activities is the element
of incremental challenge (McKenzie, 2000). Each progressive success adds
to self-efficacy, producing a sense of personal growth (Propst & Koesler,
1998). A strengths approach may help participants persist through chal-
lenge by creating a reservoir of positive emotions. Positive emotions have
been found to increase one’s resilience or likelihood to persist in the face of
adversity (Fredrickson, Tugade, Waugh, & Larkin, 2003). Resilience and per-
sistence enable students to continue learning when positive emotions wane.

Third, “processing” or making sense of one’s experience is a critical
component of learning from experience in adventure programming
(McKenzie, 2000). Regardless of the format—individual or facilitator 
directed—one potential benefit of a strengths approach to processing is
that it enables participants to create positive images that anchor future 
action. The notion from appreciative inquiry that “words create worlds”
has important implications for processing outdoor and adventure experi-
ences. The wording of the questions asked determines what is discovered
in the sense-making process (Cooperrider, Whitney, & Stavros, 2008).
Questions designed to draw out the positive lead to affirmative forms of
understanding, which in turn motivate action. In fact, Cooperrider,
Sorensen, Yaeger, and Whitney (2001) suggested that just as plants grow in
the direction of life-giving sunlight, human systems grow in the direction
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of positive images of the future. Positive images enhance one’s cognitive
capacity for perception, memory, problem solving, and learning as well
as increase one’s interpersonal capacity for helping and appreciating the
best in others. If strengths-based processing focuses the mind on the pos-
itive—on strengths and talents rather than deficits and weaknesses—then
positive action should follow.

Fourth, McKenzie (2000) reported a number of elements of group life
that contribute to positive program outcomes: group size of 7 to 15 people,
reciprocity, group cohesiveness, interpersonal relationships, and a balance
between belonging and individual autonomy. Group life, consisting of both
interpersonal interactions and more enduring relationships among learn-
ers, is enhanced by reinforcing strengths (Cameron, 2008). At the interaction
level, Dutton and Heaphy (2003) suggested that high-quality connections
positively affect learning by fostering the co-creation and transmission of
knowledge. When these connections develop into more meaningful rela-
tionships—those characterized by mutuality and empathic response—they
provide the space in which human growth and development occurs (Miller
& Stiver, 1997). The tone that arises from mutual empathy and empower-
ment creates the conditions for mutual growth. Under these conditions, 
individuals experience an increase in their vitality; their ability to take 
action; their clarity about themselves and their relationship; their sense of
self-worth; and their desire to form more connections. 

Illustration
A strengths-based approach was used in an international adventure

education course for two consecutive years. Participants included 58 col-
lege students (39 females; 53% seniors), ages 19 to 22 years, from a small
private liberal arts university in the southeastern part of the United States.
One of the authors instructed both courses; the other two authors 
co-instructed one year each. Evaluation of program outcomes through
quantitative and qualitative analysis, approved by the university’s insti-
tutional review board, provided preliminary evidence that the strengths-
based approach was associated with positive developmental outcomes. 

Curricular Overview With Strengths Integration

All participants were enrolled in a short-term study abroad course
during the winter semester. The course topic was ecotourism—a form of
tourism focused on the sustainability of business and the environment
through activities set in the outdoors. Therefore, the content was ideal for
outdoor and adventure education opportunities. Throughout the course,
the students interacted with nature and learned about the local habitat
while doing vigorous outdoor activities, including hiking, rappelling,
canyoning, snorkeling, and surfing. 
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The course was preceded by an initial logistical meeting and three
2-hour-long predeparture preparatory meetings reviewing the strengths-
based approach. The study abroad course then lasted for three weeks dur-
ing the winter term. During the preparatory meetings and the course, the
instructors incorporated strengths education—specifically, they used the
Gallup Organization’s Clifton StrengthsFinder (CSF)—in an effort to 
increase personal growth by helping students identify and leverage their
natural talents (Gallup, 1998). The CSF is a web-based instrument con-
sisting of 180 items, and it measures patterns of thought, feeling, or 
behavior associated with 34 themes of human talent. These themes are 
related to personal motivation, learning style, interpersonal skills, and
self-presentation (Clifton & Anderson, 2004). The report made available to
users provides only the top five strengths rather than a list of all 34. In
previous research, the CSF has been shown to be a valid and reliable 
instrument (see Lopez, Hodges, & Harter, 2005). 

While attending previous seminars about strengths education, the
authors were told that people need four or five points of contact with the
Signature Themes (talents identified by the CSF) before they begin to 
internalize the information and truly build their talents into strengths.
Therefore, seven opportunities for strengths to be introduced, used, or 
reflected upon were incorporated into the predeparture meetings and the
course (Table 1). It should also be noted that in addition to these seven
points of contact, informal discussions of strengths took place with indi-
viduals and smaller groups throughout the course. For example, a group
of approximately eight students and two instructors launched into a dis-
cussion about strengths after noticing that individuals with a certain
strength shared a sense of calm during a crisis situation (i.e., coming across
a deadly spider).

At the end of the course, the students completed two surveys to 
assess their personal growth and their awareness of their strengths. They
also submitted final reflection papers, which included a strengths develop-
ment component and were used for descriptive purposes in the evaluation.

Evaluation

In an attempt to evaluate the effectiveness of the strengths-based in-
tervention, two surveys were utilized. One survey, developed by Ingra-
ham and Peterson (2004), used nine items to measure personal growth
(e.g., “study abroad has enhanced my self-reliance”). This scale was used
in a previous study examining the effectiveness of a short-term study
abroad program on outcomes similar to our course; therefore, it seemed 
appropriate for evaluation purposes. The second survey was the Assess-
ment of Strengths Awareness Program Survey (Anderson, 2004a), a 
45-item instrument that assesses the extent to which individuals understand
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and apply their strengths. On this scale, 21 of the items (called “Strengths
Awareness”) reflect how learning about strengths helps participants learn
about themselves. The other 24 items (called “Strengths Application”) 
determine the extent that participants apply their knowledge about their
strengths. Both surveys used a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (not
at all/strongly disagree) to 5 (very much/strongly agree).

The mean scores for personal growth, strengths awareness, and
strengths application can be seen in Table 2. It should be noted that there
were no significant differences between males and females on any of the
variables (p > .05); therefore, all analyses were done as a group. Significant

Activity

1. Review signature
themes report

2. Understand
strengths philosophy

3. Classroom activity
set

4. Identify action items

5. Strengths discovery
scavenger hunt

6. Midterm journal
submission

7. Final journal 
submission

Timing

Predeparture meeting 1

Predeparture meeting 2

Predeparture meeting 3

Departure

Day 1 abroad

1.5 weeks abroad

3 weeks abroad

Description

Complete online assessment;
highlight/underline statements
in results with which they
agree/do not agree.

Read Chapter 1 of 
StrengthsQuest (Clifton, 
Anderson, & Schreiner, 2006). 

Define signature themes in
own words; discuss common
theme in small groups; present
briefly to the class.

Identify action items for 
developing 3–5 desired
strengths during the course
(use the items in the back 
section of StrengthsQuest as 
a reference).

Complete worksheet by meet-
ing 10 people to learn about
new strengths (dual purpose 
of developing relationships).

Evaluate progress toward 
developmental action items.

Discuss effectiveness in achiev-
ing action items and if/how
awareness of strengths con-
tributed to personal growth.

Table 1
Curricular Points of Contact With Strengths
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correlations were found between awareness of strengths variables and per-
sonal growth. Specifically, personal growth was significantly correlated
with strengths awareness (r = .57, p < .001), strengths application (r = .42,
p < .001), and total strengths (r = .50, p < .001). These data suggest that a
focus on developing strengths was associated with greater personal growth. 

In order to better understand how the strengths-based approach 
affected personal growth in the outdoor/adventure aspects of the course,
a thematic analysis of final papers from year one of the course (n = 30)
was conducted. This revealed themes related to mindful learning, 
enhanced relationships, and overcoming physical challenges. 

Mindful learning. The course’s focus on awareness and application
of strengths encouraged students to be intentional about their develop-
mental journey throughout the experience. First, the papers suggested that
coming to know one’s strengths provided a launching pad for personal
growth. About taking the CSF, one student said, “It was unbelievable how
much more I thought about personal growth and improvement once I
knew where to start from.” Another student knew he liked to tell stories.
However, prior to learning about his Communication strength (ability to
connect with others through storytelling), he never really thought about
the effectiveness of his delivery. He chose to hone his storytelling skills as
a personal action item: “I got a lot of practice when I won the con-
test…because everyone was asking me about it, so I told the story several
times and tried telling it a different way each time to see which story got
the best response.”

Second, applying strengths enhanced the overall learning experience
by making students more keenly aware of the learning opportunities and
by translating talents into personal learning strategies. The students were
encouraged to approach the learning goals of the course in a manner that
best fit them, including the autonomy to choose which strengths to 
develop. This allowed them to think about how they were learning, not
just what they were learning. One student said that setting his own per-
sonal learning goals “kept the wheels turning” in his brain: “I found 
myself on many occasions thinking, Have I exploited my strengths today?”

Table 2
Mean Scores on Personal Growth and Strengths Scales

Variable M ± SD

Personal growth 38.2 ± 4.7

Strengths awareness 80.8 ± 12.2

Strengths application 91.2 ± 11.6

Strengths total 172.5 ± 22.5
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Enhanced relationships. Students also reported using strengths to
build and maintain relationships, as well as to work effectively as a team.
Several students discussed using their talents to break the ice with class-
mates. Others drew on strengths to build deeper relationships by explor-
ing differences and building trust. Still others used their strengths to
maintain relationships by resolving conflict or by being flexible. For 
example, one student realized that her strength of Harmony (relating to
others by looking for areas of agreement) was very important to resolving
conflict and finding consensus among her classmates: “I became the buffer
and the neutral personality that could keep fights from exploding. These
experiences opened my eyes to previous situations where I have used my
Harmony skills…and I have learned to embrace this strength and value
the qualities it encompasses.” 

Specific to the adventure activities included in the course, several
students discussed using their strengths to ensure safety and to lift the
spirits of the team. For example, while on a canyoning excursion a student
with the strength of Command (influencing others by taking control and
making decisions) received feedback from her classmates that “they
wanted [her] to lead because they liked that [she] would tell them where
the slippery rocks were or where there was a rock under water,” which
allowed them to complete the event successfully. Another student 
described using Positivity (influencing others through contagious enthu-
siasm) to reframe her classmates’ disappointment when a highly antici-
pated excursion was cancelled due to inclement weather: “I remember
saying, ‘I am glad that they discovered the bad weather before we went
on the boat. It would have been awful if everyone was getting sea sick on
the way out to the site only to discover that it was too rough.’” Across the
board, interpersonal relationships were enhanced when the students used
their strengths to engage in interaction.

Overcoming physical challenges. In addition to interpersonal chal-
lenges, the course also had physical challenges. Some students reported
drawing on their strengths to adjust to the outdoor adventure aspects of the
course. For example, one student described using his Achiever strength
(striving to satisfy the will to accomplish) to adjust to the numerous out-
door activities: “Since I am not always a person to do things outdoors, I
had to achieve my goals of making it through the three-hour hikes and
physically demanding activities that I wanted to participate in.” 

In addition to adapting to the outdoors in general, students re-
ported drawing on strengths to face their fears of heights, water, bugs,
and the general perils of the great outdoors. One student used his
strength of Competition (striving to win) to overcome his paralyzing fear
of heights in abseiling off a 150-foot cliff. Being Deliberative (carefully
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thinking through decisions) helped another student safely complete the
canyoning activity: “One time when I put my foot on a rock, it moved.
After that I became quite cautious about stepping on the rocks…because
I did not want to get hurt.” 

It should be noted that some students expressed initial skepticism
about the value of the strengths component of the course curriculum. But
the subsequent pattern was that “it was not long after we arrived that I 
realized knowing these strengths would become a daily aid.” However,
three of the 30 wrote that knowledge of their strengths did not signifi-
cantly impact their experience.

Discussion
The evaluation results suggest that using a strengths-based approach

in outdoor and adventure education has merit in supporting develop-
mental outcomes. Students who reported greater awareness and applica-
tion of strengths also reported greater levels of personal growth. Students
further described the strengths approach as adding value to the experi-
ence in three key ways: (a) by focusing their attention on opportunities
for personal development, (b) by enhancing their personal relationships,
and (c) by helping them respond effectively to physical challenge. These
findings are consistent with other studies of a strengths-based approach in
education. Khramtsova (2008) found that 82.6% of students who focused
on developing one character strength as a component of a semester-long
course agreed that it improved their personal life. Intrinsic motivation cor-
related positively with perceived benefits and overall satisfaction with the
results of the strengths-development project. Additionally, Cantwell (2006)
found that when compared to students who received a traditional educa-
tion approach, those who received strengths-based instruction showed
greater engagement in the course and had more positive experiences. 

It should also be noted that not all empirical research has found 
improvements in positive psychological development after engaging in out-
door adventure education. A study by Sheard and Golby (2004) found that
there were no significant differences in variables such as self-efficacy, self-
esteem, and mental toughness in those who completed an outdoor adven-
ture educational experience compared to those who took part in an
unrelated course. We address this in the Future Directions section by 
offering recommendations regarding how to structure these experiences for
maximum positive outcomes and by suggesting avenues for future research.

Limitations

There are limitations to the program evaluation results above. The
small sample size limits the types of possible statistical analyses and pre-
vents generalizable results. The evaluation used a cross-sectional design
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in that the data was collected after completion of the course, which 
introduces the risk of common method bias. Without a comparison group,
we are unable to determine the extent to which the strengths-based 
approach affected program outcomes as compared to the typical course
approach. Finally, the integrity of the scales should be examined and 
improved. Despite the limitations, the program evaluation warrants further
study of the reported relationships.

The qualitative analysis is also limited in several ways. The papers
analyzed were submitted for a grade, which creates a power dynamic with
inherent bias. Additionally, the wording of the assignment may have led
the students to discuss ways in which the strengths component was 
beneficial rather than how it was possibly detrimental. As such, the 
qualitative evaluation could be considered an “appreciative inquiry”
(Cooperrider et al., 2001) into the value of a strengths-based approach. 

The field of positive psychology is not without critics. Among the
most vocal is Ehrenreich (2009), who recently published a popular press
book that positioned positive thinking as a form of self-deception and 
optimism as reckless delusion. Suggesting that an American ideology of 
relentless positivity has led to recent cultural and economic crises, she
warned of the perils of a departure from realism that she believes positive
thinking represents. This relates to a practical pitfall of the strengths-based
education—feeling limited or confined by a particular set of strengths.
Care must be taken by educators to ensure CSF results do not become 
barriers to success.

With this in mind, it is necessary to dispel two key misconceptions
about strengths-based education. The first misconception is that a
strengths-based approach avoids addressing performance gaps. To the con-
trary, a strengths-based approach reframes how these gaps are addressed.
It prioritizes the identification of talents over the identification of weak-
nesses, and it reframes development by spending comparatively more en-
ergy on expanding talents. This could include applying talents in new and
creative ways to manage weaknesses, partnering with complimentary oth-
ers, and (in the extreme) rendering the need for weakness fixing irrelevant
(Rath, 2007). Research on intentional change supports the notion that 
effective developmental efforts co-activate positive and negative emotions
by moving between the ideal (strength building) and real (gap analysis) and
are anchored in the positive (Boyatzis & Akrivou, 2006; Howard, 2006).

Second, a strengths-based approach does not mean one must sup-
press negative emotions. Research suggests that experiences of negative
and positive emotions are distinct and complimentary (Fredrickson, 1998).
In fact, there has been some convergence among empirical studies of pos-
itivity and negativity indicating an optimal ratio ranging between 3:1 and
5:1 (P:N) in flourishing mental health (Fredrickson & Losada, 2005), 
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effective teams (Losada & Heaphy, 2004), and healthy marriages (Gottman,
Murray, Swanson, Tyson, & Swanson, 2002). Not only does this under-
score the relative emphasis on the positive in the strengths-based 
approach, but also it points to the importance of honoring the negative as
a means to ground experience and direct effort. 

Future Directions

In an effort to appeal to the scholarly practitioner, future directions
are offered for both practice and research. Based on the themes identified
by McKenzie (2000) and our experience teaching the course, we first offer
recommendations as to how to implement strengths-based education into
future outdoor adventure education. We then turn to inquiry and design
issues for empirical research.

Practice. As was mentioned in the qualitative evaluation, some par-
ticipants discovered how they used their strengths to overcome difficult
activities. In the future, instructors may want to prepare students by dis-
cussing scenarios to identify multiple ways in which individual or group
strengths could be used to overcome the challenge. Additionally, it would
be beneficial for the instructors to plan reflection time with the partici-
pants after activities or days that were particularly difficult and to debrief
how their strengths were at work and how they might be able to use their
strengths to their advantage the next time difficulty arises. 

Another important area in achieving positive outcomes in outdoor
adventure education is the ability to process experience (McKenzie, 2000).
We recommend that affirmative individual and group reflection would
promote greater use of strengths and, ultimately, personal growth. By 
affirmative, we refer to reflection that begins with and is predominantly
guided by positive sense-making mechanisms (e.g., focusing on what went
well rather than what went wrong; hopes for the future). In the illustration,
journaling was the primary mode of processing. Additional processing
can be achieved in small-group settings in which students discuss how
they are using their strengths during their experiences and provide 
appreciative feedback (e.g., what a person did well; what he or she con-
tributed; what is possible in the future). These groups could potentially
serve the dual role of increasing group cohesion, a construct often dis-
cussed in relation to positive outcomes resulting from outdoor adventure
education (McKenzie, 2000). 

As previously mentioned, one aspect that is often overlooked is that
of the instructor. We suggest that instructors (and therefore participants)
would benefit from a deep understanding of the patterns of thought, feel-
ing, and behavior that their own unique strengths produce in an outdoor
or adventure setting. Co-facilitators should also know and play to one 
another’s strengths. Strengths-based learning environments seem to arise
when instructors practice the art of focusing on what is right with human
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systems and favor learning over performance. The fundamental objective
is for instructors to encourage students to understand their own strengths
as well as to know how to build on them in the future.

Research. In reviewing the literature on outdoor and adventure pro-
grams, McKenzie (2000) was critical that there is little empirical research
into the positive program outcomes such as improved self-concept and
interpersonal skills that are often thought to result from outdoor programs.
Our program evaluation indicates promise that a relationship may exist be-
tween strengths-based interventions and developmental outcomes. 
Although strengths-based education is a relatively new concept, introduced
within the last 10 years, directions for future research are abundant.

Future research should explore the efficacy and differential effects
of various tools for identifying talents as they relate to personal growth.
The proprietary nature of the CSF limited our ability to analyze research
questions related to the strengths inventory itself because it only provides
access to the results rather than the raw data. Other tools for identifying
strengths are available, such as the VIA Inventory of Strengths (Peterson
& Seligman, 2004) and the Reflective Best Self Exercise (Quinn, Dutton, &
Spreitzer, 2003). This line of inquiry might include the extent to which
certain strengths or character traits lend themselves to development in
outdoor adventure settings and whether gender serves as a moderating
variable. Additionally, exploration of differential effects by demographic
variables such as age and previous experience may yield additional 
insight into the use of a strengths-based approach. Other avenues of 
interest include the relationship between instructor awareness and appli-
cation of strengths and student outcomes. Isolating critical points of con-
tact with strengths would also yield valuable data for practice. 

Two design issues will be critical for future research. First, quanti-
tative and qualitative longitudinal designs must be employed to measure
strengths-based development. Optimally, time series data would allow 
researchers to uncover trends in the developmental process. However, a
pretest-posttest design would still remedy some of the pitfalls of cross-
sectional analysis. Second, the use of comparison groups is recommended
to increase our confidence that positive outcomes were due to the use of
a strengths-based approach rather than other variables.

In this paper we have located strengths-based education in the field
of positive psychology and established its potential role in outdoor and ad-
venture education. Our strengths-based approach to an international eco-
tourism course provided an illustration and preliminary evidence for the
value of such an approach. Future directions have been offered to foster
the disciplined practice and research of a strengths-based approach to out-
door and adventure education.
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