
The Nature  
 of the Outdoors
 STRONGER YOUTH DEVELOPMENT THROUGH EXPLORATION





Contents

2 INTRODUCTION

8 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

10 THE FULL STUDY

23 CONCLUSION

24 CITATIONS



2 | The Nature of the Outdoors

SUZANNE 
MCCORMICK
PRESIDENT AND CEO,  
THE YMCA OF THE USA

Back in 1893, we ran our first 
summer camp at the Y. Every 
summer since, young people 
have joined us for time to learn 
about themselves, learn how to 
work with others, and have fun.  
Exploring the outdoors is also 
a key part of many of our youth 
programs from daycare to after- 
school to sports. The joy that 
comes from these experiences 
lasts a lifetime.

The YMCA is the leading non-
profit committed to strengthen-
ing individuals and communities 
nationwide through opportunities  
to improve health, support young  
people, and contribute to stronger,  

more cohesive communities. 
Guided by the core values of 
caring, honesty, respect, and 
responsibility, the Y is dedicated 
to giving people of all ages, back-
grounds, and walks of life the 
opportunity to reach their full 
potential with dignity.

One of the three pillars of the  
Y is our focus on youth develop-
ment. Helping young people see 
themselves as capable, positive, 
and rooted in community are 
important skills, where young 
people grow into well-rounded, 
emotionally intelligent, and 
socially responsible adults.

This report highlights the  
striking finding that including 
time to explore and reflect in  
the outdoors greatly enhances  
the Skills for Thriving that youth 
develop in our programs. The 

impact is especially noteworthy 
for Latine youth who often face 
systemic barriers to success, and 
young boys, who historically de-
velop fewer of these capabilities.  
Outdoor programs have the 
potential to help us close the 
achievement gap and nurture the 
next generation of innovative 
and inclusive leaders.

With support from The Annie 
E. Casey Foundation, we are 
proud to spread the word about 
the effectiveness of using the 
outdoors as a tool for addressing 
some of the challenges young 
people are facing today. We see 
far-reaching implications for 
working with young people in  
a wide variety of new ways.

We hope this report inspires you 
to get outside and explore.
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“To be whole. To be complete. 
Wildness reminds us what it 
means to be human, what we 
are connected to rather than 
what we are separate from.” 

TERRY TEMPE ST WILLIAMS

KAREN PITMAN
FOUNDER AND PARTNER, 
KNOWLEDGE TO POWER CATALYSTS

My first experience with outdoor 
education was as a counselor at 
an educational camp for teens.  
I was 19 years old the first time I  
used a flashlight because there 
were no street lights, did a day 
hike, camped overnight or swam 
in a lake. I openly shared my joy 
and fear—of being outdoors,  
taking physical risks, and learn- 
ing new skills—with my campers,  
learning with and from them. I 
saw the growth in them and in 
me that came from having time 
to reflect together each evening 
on the day’s events. 

Somehow, in this more expansive 
setting, we were all better able to 
see the value of skills far beyond 

academics and appreciate mas-
tery when we saw it in anyone at 
any age.

This critical study demonstrates 
that young people develop the 
Skills for Thriving differently 
in outdoor and non-outdoor 
programs. In outdoor programs, 
young people demonstrate more 
growth in these capacities than 
their peers in non-outdoor pro-
grams, which speaks to the added 
value of outdoor contexts. Inter-
estingly, the research shows that 
the highest skill growth occurs in 
outdoor programs where adults 
guide young people to explore 
natural environments and offer 
opportunities to reflect on their 
outdoor experiences. More than 
80% who had these guided op-
portunities to explore and appre-
ciate the outdoors showed skill 
growth compared to just 56% of 

their peers in outdoor programs 
without these qualities. 

These findings are not surprising  
because adolescent brains are 
not immature adult brains. They 
are specifically wired to encourage  
young people to explore and take 
risks, testing themselves in new 
experiences to build the skills and  
confidence they will need to thrive  
in a rapidly changing world. Every  
experience offers an opportunity 
for reflection and growth. Expe-
riences outside the classroom, 
especially in natural settings, 
amplify opportunities for reflec-
tion and growth. However, the 
quality—and consequently the 
impact—of these experiences 
matters greatly. This data high-
lights the importance of making 
engaging, high-quality programs 
available to all, especially middle 
and high school youth.
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THE OUTDOORS IS WHAT YOUNG 
PEOPLE NEED RIGHT NOW. 
Outdoor group activities uniquely promote Skills for Thriving—often 
called 21st century skills, soft skills, thriving indicators, socio-emotional 
skills. These strong “protective factors” buffer against mental health 
risks and are an important part of helping young people achieve 
personal success on their own terms.

A 2021 advisory by the US 
Surgeon General warned, “The 
challenges today’s generation 
of young people face are un-
precedented and uniquely hard 
to navigate.” Between mental 
health issues and trouble main-
taining positive relationships 
to delaying educational and 
employment opportunities, 
the severity of this problem has 
far-reaching consequences, in-
cluding higher suicide rates, and  
longterm physical health risks. 
Many in this generation feel un-
prepared for life’s challenges and 
no longer believe in their ability 
to achieve their own goals. 

To successfully navigate these 
challenges, young people need 
to develop Skills for Thriving 
which are readily developed in 
outdoor programs. These key 
capacities help support young 
people to become agile learners 
and global citizens equipped to  
navigate personal, social, aca-
demic, and economic challenges.

Research shows the benefits are 
profound and long-lasting, af-
fecting academic achievement, 
mental health, and future career 
success. Growth in these capac-
ities is linked to decreased emo-
tional distress, more positive 
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There are a wide variety  
of outdoor programs  
represented in this study. 
At one extreme, we have 
multi-day experiences 
deeply immersed in natural 
places such as the Y’s Bold 
& Gold program. At the 
other end, we have activities 
that engage young people 
in exploring local gardens 
or nearby nature through 
day camps. 

attitudes about self and others, 
and fewer externalizing behav-
iors and discipline problems. 

Learning these Skills for Thriv-
ing leads to greater coping 
skills, resiliency, and emotion 
identification, which reduce 
symptoms of depression and 
anxiety. They are increasingly 
recognized as playing a critical 
role in the promotion of positive 
mental health and the preven-
tion of mental health disorders 
among children and youth.

These capacities are typically 
developed through practices 
that directly promote experienc-
es where youth reflect on their 
values and personal goals, form 
healthy patterns, and practice 
teamwork. Youth typically  
experience more of these 
practices in outdoor programs 
leading to greater growth.

This report highlights the strik-
ing finding that including time 
to explore and reflect outdoors 
can enhance skill development 
by an impressive 30%. Typically,  
out-of school programs see 
about 50% of their young people  
increase in these skills, but incor- 
porating outdoor activities ele-
vates this to a remarkable 80%. 

These differences are even  
more pronounced for boys, who 
currently have higher suicide 
and school drop-out rates, and 
Latine youth, who often face 
systemic challenges. This break-
through has game changing 
implications, offering a trans-
formative approach that could 
redefine youth development, 
fostering greater equity and in-
clusion that provides a tangible 
way to reduce anxiety, increase 
physical health, and support 
youth to imagine a bright future.
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COMPONENTS OF  
OUTDOOR PROGRAMS
Elements of Play or Exploration

Element of play or exploration are perceived as  
a time away from the confines of school or other 
structures. Although seen as fun by participants, 
they are designed to accomplish specific learn-
ing objectives, from understanding more about 
science to leadership development. Young people 
want to engage in them, inherently making them 
more successful. 

Small Groups

Small groups demand effective communication 
and collaboration to navigate tasks successfully. 
Groups must work together, communicate clearly, 
and delegate responsibilities, fostering stronger 
teamwork and interpersonal skills. There are  
inherent opportunities to develop leadership  
qualities, like decision-making, motivating  
others, and fostering teamwork. 

Unpredictable Challenges

Unpredictable challenges require creative problem- 
solving. Young people learn to think on their feet, 
adapt to changing conditions, and devise inno-
vative solutions. Adverse weather conditions, 
physical obstacles, and unforeseen situations are 
common in outdoor settings. People who face and 
overcome these challenges develop understanding 
of their own resilience and adaptability.



Executive 
Summary

This groundbreaking study  
examines the Skills for Thriving  
development of over 5,000 
young people in outdoor pro-
grams across multiple states, 
comparing their growth to peers 
in other programs. While all 
different types of programming 
promote these capacities, the 
results of this study are striking, 
showing that engagement in 
outdoor programs significantly 
boosts Skills for Thriving, partic-
ularly among male and Latine 
youth, who form deeper connec-
tions with peers and mentors.

These findings demonstrate 
the benefits of the outdoors in 
cultivating a PYD culture that 
enhances growth. This has sig-
nificant implications for out-of- 
school programs and highlights 
ways using the outdoors more 
intentionally could redefine 
youth development leading to 
better mental well-being, stron-
ger relationships, and greater 
educational and employment 
engagement for youth today.
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KEY FINDINGS

Young people in outdoor programs experienced a remarkable boost 
in several capacities, far surpassing their peers in more traditional af-
terschool settings. This incredible progress is fueled by the dynamic,  
research-based PYD practices thriving in these outdoor environments. 
Specifically, this study unveils the following key findings:

Greater Growth in Skills for Thriving

1.  Young people in outdoor programs develop more Skills for  
Thriving than peers who attend non-outdoor programs.  

2.  Opportunities for exploration and reflection further amplify  
growth for young people in outdoor programs.

Latine youth in outdoor programs exhibited even greater  
differences than peers attending non-outdoor programs.

Boys in outdoor programs exhibited even greater differences than 
peers attending non-outdoor programs.

Stronger Positive Youth Development (PYD) Practices

Young people in outdoor programs have more research-based  
PYD experiences than peers in other programs, which amplifies  
their growth. 

1.  Boys in outdoor programs experienced an even greater  
number of research-based experiences than peers attending 
non-outdoor programs. 

2.   Girls in outdoor programs experienced an even greater  
number of Peer Bonding than their counterparts attending 
non-outdoor programs.

3.   Latine young people in outdoor programs experienced an  
even greater number of research-based experiences than peers 
attending non-outdoor programs.
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QUESTIONS & METHODS 

The study was designed to address three research questions:

1.  Are young people who attend outdoor programs more  
likely to develop Skills for Thriving than their peers in non- 
outdoor programs? 
 
If so, do gender, ethnicity, and age affect this growth across outdoor 
and non-outdoor programs?

2.  How and to what extent do young people in outdoor programs 
experience key research-based PYD practices shown to  
promote these capacities?   
 
Are young people more likely to experience key PYD practices shown 
to promote Skills for Thriving development in outdoor programs than 
in non-outdoor programs? 
 
Do gender, ethnicity, and age play a role in PYD experiences across 
outdoor and non-outdoor programs? 

3.  How important are key outdoor experiences in Skills for  
Thriving growth? 
 
Which research-based experiences are most predictive of growth?

The primary approach to answer these questions was a secondary anal-
ysis of data collected through the Hello Insight (HI) platform. Hello In-
sight is an online platform designed to support the mental health and 
well-being of young people through culturally relevant assessments, 
real-time data-driven recommendations, and accessible resources for 
staff working in a wide variety of youth-serving organizations. 

Since 2016, HI has amassed data from nearly 340,000 young in- 
dividuals engaged in over 6,700 afterschool programs nationwide, 
spanning a spectrum of activities from arts to camps to leadership 
programs. Grounded in research, the underlying theory of change  
for this tool has proven that when young people experience key  
research-based positive youth development practices, their Skills  
for Thriving are amplified, contributing to long-term thriving, 
well-being, college and career readiness, and academic success.
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TABLE 1

List of Capacities and Experiences  
in Hello Insight: Outdoors

Capacities

CORE

• Combined Core A scale that aggregates Social 
Skills, Academic Self-E�cacy, Self-Management, 
Contribution, and Positive Identity.

• Academic Self-E�cacy A young person's motivation 
and perceived mastery over their own learning, school 
performance, and potential to attain academic success

• Positive Identity A young person's internal sense of 
who they are and con�dence to explore the multiple 
facets of their identities

• Social Skills The ability of a young person to take 
others’ perspectives into account and to develop a 
sense of caring and empathy

• Contribution A young person’s desire to engage with 
and contribute to family, community, and society

• Self-Management The ability of a young person to 
regulate their emotions and behavior, take positive 
risks, and persist through life’s challenges

OUTDOOR

• Combined Outdoor A scale that aggregates 
Connection to the Outdoors, Well-being in the 
Outdoors and Support for the Environment.

• Connection to the Outdoors A young person’s 
bond with nature or the outdoors

• Well-Being in the Outdoors A young person’s 
feeling that their physical and mental wellness is 
enhanced by being in nature or the outdoors

• Support for the Environment A young person’s 
concern for environmental problems and their 
desire to be part of the solution.

Experiences

POSITIVE YOUTH DEVELOPMENT 

• Promote Peer Bonds A young person’s experience 
with an adult who helps them work with peers in teams 
and groups, creating a safe space to learn with and from 
one another, exploring similarities and di�erences, and 
developing deep bonds and relationships.

• Engage Authentically A young person’s experience 
with an adult who takes the time to get to know them by 
listening and understanding who they are—their cultural 
and lived experiences, their interests, and their passions

• Challenge Growth A young person’s experience with 
an adult who encourages them to take risks and 
perform beyond their own expectations.

• Expand Interests A young person’s experience with 
an adult who supports them to try new things, broaden 
their horizons, learn about other people’s cultures and 
perspectives, and explore their own identities.

• Manage Goals A young person’s experience with an 
adult who assists them in setting and managing goals 
that are important to them and that build upon their 
passions and interests

• Share Power A young person’s experience with an 
adult who ensures that their voices and opinions matter

OUTDOOR EXPLORATION

• Foster Outdoor Exploration A young person’s 
experience with an adult who encourages them to 
explore natural environments and develop a personal 
interest in the outdoors

• Re�ect on Outdoor Exploration A young person’s 
experience with an adult who takes time to create 
attentive, critical, and exploratory thoughts about 
spending time in the outdoors

In 2020, Hello Insight introduced HI Outdoors, a specialized tool 
embedded in the platform to offer a cost-effective measurement, 
evaluation, and learning solution for outdoor programs. Developed 
with support from The Annie E. Casey Foundation, the Children & 
Nature Network, and the YMCA Bold & Gold program, HI Outdoors 
incorporates 5 HI capacities, along with three supplementary capaci-
ties tailored to the objectives of outdoor programming. Additionally, 
three Outdoor experiences were integrated to mirror the typical 
engagements encountered in outdoor programs (See Table 1).
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FIGURE 1 

Hello Insight: Outdoors | Research-Based Theory of Change

These additional capacities and experiences for outdoor programs 
were identified through a thorough review of the literature, inter-
views with key experts in the field, and focus groups with practi-
tioners. HI Outdoors underwent testing with over 10,000 young 
people across more than 80 outdoor programs nationwide, with  
all measures validated as reliable and effective. Furthermore, the 
tool’s theory of change was confirmed, demonstrating that the key 
experiences measured by the tool enhance Skills for Thriving and 
increase connection to and support for the outdoors, and a sense of 
well-being in outdoor settings (see Figure 1).

Hello Insight was invited by the YMCA and the Annie E. Casey 
Foundation to mine our data to better understand the unique impact 
of outdoor programming on young people’s development of Skills 
for Thriving. The results from this study are represented in this 
ground-breaking report that highlights the unique impact of outdoor 
programming on young people’s development of Skills for Thriving 
and long-term positive outcomes. 

In this report, we use the following terms: Nature-based education (aka  
nature-based learning, outdoor learning) to refer to the field of youth- 
serving organizations that connect young people to nature and the 
outdoors. We also use the term outdoor programs to refer to the activi- 
ties and strategies implemented by youth-serving organizations to 
promote young people’s development through experiences in nature.

What young 
 people develop

Young people
 thriving!

Academic Performance
Career/Work Readiness
Health and Wellness
Positive Behavior
Reduced Risky Behavior

LONG-TERM OUTCOMES

What your
 program does

RESEARCH-BASED EXPERIENCES

Outdoor Exploration
Foster Outdoor Exploration
Re�ect on Outdoor Exploration

Positive Youth Development
Challenge Growth
Engage Authentically
Expand Interests
Manage Goals
Promote Peer Bonds
Share Power

SOCIAL CAPITAL

SHORT-TERM OUTCOMES

Outdoor 
Connection to the Outdoors
Support for the Environment
Well-Being in the Outdoors

Core
Academic Self-E�cacy
Contribution
Positive Identity
Self-Management
Social Skills

SOCIAL CAPITAL

•••••• ••••••
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This study aimed to understand the impact of  
outdoor programs on the development of Skills for  
Thriving across contexts.

To ensure a robust comparison between participants in outdoor  
and non-outdoor programs, a propensity score matching strategy 
was implemented. Participants who completed pre and post-surveys 
for HI Outdoors were matched with counterparts responding to HI 
surveys (e.g., youth attending out-of-school programs without a 
focus on exploring nature or the outdoors). Matching factors include 
age, gender, ethnicity, Core, and Social Capital scores at the program’s 
commencement. This ensured similarity across participants in out-
door and non-outdoor programs, enabling any disparities observed 
at the program’s conclusion to be attributed to the effects of outdoor 
programming.

Ultimately, the study included nearly 10,000 young individuals; 
approximately half attended outdoor programs, and the other half at-
tended non-outdoor programs. In outdoor and non-outdoor programs,  
the mean age was 13, and the range was  12 to 18. Nearly half (49%) 
identified as boys and 43% identified as girls. Additionally, about a 
third identified as White (32%), 19% as Hispanic or Latina(o)(x), 18% 
as African American, and 16% as two or more races (see Figure 2).

Outdoor programs included mostly day and summer camps (70%), 
followed by wilderness adventure programs (24%). Far fewer were  
urban gardening programs (2%), inquiry-based exploration programs, 
such as zoos and botanical gardens (2%), and workshops focused on 
local flora and fauna (1%).
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NATIVE AMERICAN 2%

TWO OR MORE RACES 16%
OTHER RACE 9%

HISPANIC OR LATINA(O)(X) 19%
AFRICAN AMERICAN 18%

NO RESPONSE/
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GREATER SKILL GROWTH
finding #1 

Young people in outdoor programs develop more Skills for 
Thriving than peers who attend non-outdoor programs.

Young people involved in outdoor programs demonstrated more 
growth overall than peers in other programs. In particular, they de-
veloped significantly more Social Skills, Academic Self-Efficacy, and 
Self-Management than their counterparts in non-outdoor programs 
(see Figure 3). These outcomes are all well aligned with the CASEL 
Framework of well-known capacities, which research tells us fosters  
a spectrum of positive long-term outcomes among young people, such 
as improved academic performance, enriched social connections,  
reduced engagement in risky behaviors, a greater sense of purpose, 
and increased care and concern for the environment (see Box 1).

BOX 1

Social skills are crucial  
for fostering positive social 
interactions and promoting  
favorable connections 
between young individuals 
and their surroundings 
(Payton et al., 2008).

Academic self-efficacy 
correlates with higher  
academic achievements, 
fewer disciplinary issues, 
and long-term career readi- 
ness (Afterschool Alliance, 
2009; Zins et al., 2004).

Self-management  
correlates with longer-term 
outcomes such as higher 
academic performance, 
lower engagement in  
negative behaviors, and  
improved social acceptance 
by peers (Bandy & Moore, 
2010).

FIGURE 3

Difference in the percentage of young people who increased their  
Skills for Thriving after participating in outdoor versus non-outdoor  
programs—rounded to the nearest number.
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SELF-EFFICACY

65%68%

+3%

SELF-MANAGEMENT

53%56%

+3%

SOCIAL SKILLS
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finding #2 

Opportunities for exploration and reflection further amplify 
growth for young people in outdoor programs.

Among participants in outdoor programs, 56% demonstrated an 
increase in their Combined Core capacities. However, this figure rose 
substantially to 82% when adults guided young people to explore 
natural environments and reflect on their outdoor experiences, a set of  
experiences termed Outdoor Exploration (see Figure 4).

The impact of Outdoor Exploration on Outdoor Skill growth displayed 
a parallel trend. Specifically, 77% demonstrated improvement when 
supported by adults in Outdoor Exploration (see Figure 4). The  
Combined Outdoor scale aggregates Connection to the Outdoors, 
Support for the Environment, and Well-Being in the Outdoors. These 
capacities are important because, in the short term, young people 
with a strong connection to the outdoors tend to be more engaged in 
diverse forms of independent and creative play. In the long term, they 
are more likely to have a sense of personal autonomy, an improved 

FIGURE 4 

Percent of young people who showed significant growth in an average outdoor 
program versus an outdoor program with high levels of exploration—rounded  
to the nearest number.
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self-concept, and a greater capacity to take action and be decisive  
(Children and Nature Network, October 2020). Young people who  
support the environment are likelier to express a greater sense of 
caring and altruistic attitudes, especially toward nature (Whitburn  
et al., 2019). Young people who feel that their physical and mental 
wellness is enhanced by being in nature or the outdoors are more 
likely to have a greater purpose in life, autonomy, and personal 
growth (Nisbet & Zelenski, 2013).

When looking more closely at the data, we also see interesting differ-
ences across ethnicity and gender identities. While all young people  
in outdoor programs are developing Skills for Thriving, the data 
reveals notable distinctions in growth for boys and Latine youth 
compared to their peers in other types of out-of-school time programs. 
On the other hand, while girls attending outdoor programs generally 
performed comparably to their peers in other programs in most areas, 
they exhibited significant enhancements in social skills and academic 
self-efficacy compared to girls in non-outdoor programs. However, 
our analysis also highlights the limitations of the current data. For 
instance, there was not enough data to explore outcomes for young 
people who chose not to respond or self-identified gender differently, 
underscoring the need for more inclusive data collection to better 
understand and address their experiences and growth in outdoor pro-
grams. More information about each of these findings is shown below.

FIGURE 5

Difference in the percentage of young Latine people who increased their Skills for Thriving 
after participating in outdoor versus non-outdoor programs—rounded to the nearest number.

10
0

75
50

25

LATINE IN OUTDOOR PROGRAM
LATINE IN NON-OUTDOOR PROGRAM

61%

+
4%

65%

SOCIAL SKILLS

49%

+
6%

55%

SELF-MANAGEMENTACADEMIC SELF-EFFICACY

64%

+
1%

65%

42%
+

7%

49%

CONTRIBUTION



The Full Summary | 19

Latine youth in outdoor programs exhibited even greater 
differences than peers attending non-outdoor programs.

When analyzing differences in growth across ethnicities, the  
most pronounced were observed among young Latine individuals. 
Specifically, 6% more young Latine people developed Combined 
Core Skills for Thriving when participating in outdoor programs 
compared to peers in other programs. Furthermore, 7% more Latine 
youth participating in outdoor programs showed significant growth 
in Contribution compared to their counterparts in other program 
types. Contribution is important because it has been correlated with 
a propensity to engage civically as adults, maintain positive links to  
the institutions of civic society, and improve social development  
(Lerner et al., 2005). Substantial differences in growth were also  
noted in Self-Management and Social Skills (see Figure 5).

Boys in outdoor programs exhibited even greater differences 
than peers attending non-outdoor programs. 
Boys participating in outdoor programs demonstrated notably 
higher levels of self-management, social skills, and academic self- 
efficacy compared to boys in non-outdoor programs (see Figure 6). 

FIGURE 6 

Difference in the percentage of boys who increased their Skills for Thriving after 
participating in outdoor versus non-outdoor programs—rounded to the nearest number.
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STRONGER PYD EXPERIENCES 
THROUGH EXPLORATION
finding #3 

Young people in outdoor programs have more research-
based PYD experiences than peers in other programs, 
which amplifies their development. 

Young people engaged in outdoor programs experienced more  
research-based PYD  practices than their peers in non-outdoors  
programs. Given the promising trajectory of skill growth among 
youth attending outdoor programs, it’s unsurprising that they 
frequently encountered two fundamental PYD practices more often 
than their peers in other types of programs: Engage Authentically 
and Promote Peer Bonds (a 4% differential, see Figure 7). The re-
search underscores that these experiences are pivotal in enhancing 
youth development (Search Institute, 2020). An increasing body of 
evidence suggests that these types of positive interactions between 
adults and young people promote their development (Larson & 
Dawes, 2015; Search Institute, 2020) (see Box 2).  

FIGURE 7

Difference in the percentage of evidence-based practices implemented across 
outdoor and non-outdoor programs—rounded to the nearest number.
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68%
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BOX 2

Engaging Authentically 
with young people and 
helping them to promote 
peer bonds are foundational 
PYD experiences that lay 
the groundwork for all 
others. In other words, 
if you don’t have strong 
trusting relationships 
within a group, you cannot 
challenge young people, 
help expand their interests, 
or share power with them 
(Hello Insight, 2020, 2021). 

Engaging Authentically 
with young people is a 
foundational practice when 
supporting young people’s 
social and emotional devel-
opment. Research shows 
that building authentic 
relationships with young 
people promotes adolescent 
development and long-
term thriving. (Larson, R. 
& Dawes, N. 2015, Search 
Institute, 2020). 

Promoting Peer Bonds  
is also foundational, 
increasing self-confidence 
and life skills; academic 
motivation; and leadership  
skills and disposition 
(Search Institute, 2020).
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Boys in outdoor programs experienced an even greater 
number of research-based experiences than peers attending 
non-outdoor programs.
Boys in outdoor programs typically experienced higher levels of  
research-based practices than peers in other programs. They  
encountered adults using two foundational PYD practices, Engage 
Authentically and Promote Peer Bonds, more frequently than their 
counterparts. Additionally, they also observed adults implementing 
other PYD practices with more frequency, such as Challenge Growth 
and Expand Interests (see Figure 8). 

These practices are vital for a young person’s development as Chal-
lenging Growth plays a crucial role in fostering resilience (Zhang et 
al., 2011), enhancing long-term goal focus (Steele, 2011), improving 
academic performance (Bowen et al., 2012), and increasing civic 
participation (Mesurado et al., 2014). Expanding Interests has been 
demonstrated to boost school engagement and high school gradua-
tion rates, promote healthy behaviors while reducing risky ones,  
enhance overall life satisfaction (Search Institute, 2020), foster a sense 
of contribution and altruism, and nurture a healthy positive identity 
(Benson et al., 2006; Scales et al., 2011).
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FIGURE 8

Difference in the percentage of evidence-based practices reported by boys  
across outdoor and non-outdoor programs—rounded to the nearest number.
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Girls in outdoor programs experienced an even  
greater number of peer bonding opportunities than their 
counterparts attending non-outdoor programs.
Girls participating in outdoor programs reported more peer bonding 
(73%) than those in other program types (69%). This discovery is 
particularly intriguing, especially given their notable differences in 
social skill development compared to peers in other programs, often 
fostered through peer-to-peer interactions.

Latine young people in outdoor programs experienced an 
even greater number of PYD practices than peers attending 
non-outdoor programs.
When exploring differences in experiences across ethnicities, Latine 
young people showed the greatest positive differences. Latine youth 
participating in outdoor programs indicated more opportunities to 
connect with peers, explore their interests, and cultivate stronger 
relationships with adults than their peers in alternative programs 
(see Figure 9).  
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FIGURE 9

Difference in the percentage of evidence-based practices reported by young Latine 
people across outdoor and non-outdoor programs—rounded to the nearest number.



Conclusion
Based on the data presented, several key conclusions can be drawn 
regarding the impact of outdoor programs on young people’s Skills 
for Thriving:

While young people who participate in all different types of PYD 
programs develop Skills for Thriving, those who engage in outdoor 
programs demonstrate significantly more growth than their peers 
who attend other types of out-of-school programs, particularly in 
Social Skills, Academic Self-Efficacy, and Self-Management. 

1. Participation in outdoor programs particularly benefited boys 
and Latine program participants, who showed significantly 
more growth than their peers in other programs. These results 
are likely because both groups reported experiencing more 
research-based PYD practices than their peers in other out-of-
school programs.

2. Outdoor Exploration is pivotal in enhancing the growth of  
Skills for Thriving among participants in outdoor programs. 
Exploration of natural environments and reflection on those in-
teractions significantly amplifies their development. When these 
features are found in a program, more than 25% more young 
participants develop these capacities.

3.  Outdoor programs offer a rich environment for cultivating  
Skills for Thriving through research-based PYD practices such 
as Engage Authentically and Promote Peer Bonds. Young people 
who attend outdoor programs experience significantly more of 
these practices than their peers in other programs. These prac-
tices, which prioritize authentic interactions between adults and 
peers, contribute significantly to growth among participants.

In conclusion, outdoor programs provide a fertile ground for the 
holistic development of young people, offering opportunities for  
experiential learning, connection with nature, and meaningful  
interactions that facilitate Skills for Thriving growth and contribute 
to positive long-term outcomes.
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