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Background and Significance 
Historically, the wilderness and outdoor recreational activities have been portrayed as a masculine 
domain (Loeffler, 1997; Humberstone, 1990; Warren, 1985). Countless studies reveal that women reap 
positive mental, physical, and spiritual outcomes from participating in outdoor experiences; yet, little 
research investigates the outcomes of girls' participation in outdoor programs. More specifically, the 
literature neglects the study of how participation in outdoor wilderness programs challenges 
conventional notions of femininity. 

Simply defined, femininity refers to characteristics that are associated with being female. In 
contemporary Western society, femininity emphasizes beauty; girls are valued for being compliant, 
sweet, nice, cooperative, upbeat, and sincere (Brown, 1997, 1998). Notably, the dominant conception 
of femininity is shaped by white, middle-class, heterosexual model. Researchers in girls' 
development argue that adherence to traditional femininity silences girls and, consequently, 
adolescent girls "lose their vitality, their resilience, their immunity to depression, their sense of 
themselves and their character (Brown & Gilligan, 1992, p. 2). "Normal" feminine behavior exists in 
contrast to masculine traits--autonomy, power, competitiveness, strength, and authoritarianism-that are 
socially valued qualities, and perceived as essential for success in outdoor activities. Girls' 
participation in outdoor activities, then, can offer confusion for girls as they navigate their 
individuality within these competing paradigms. 

Wilderness programs that focus on girls' development can offer avenues for girls to resist social 
stereotypes, to challenge conventional notions of femininity, and promote positive gender identity 
development. Understanding how outdoor programs challenge conventional notions of femininity 
for adolescent girls and how they negotiate these understandings upon returning home offers new 
insights to the growing boy of research on the benefits of same-sex programming. Research on the 
outcomes of girls' participation and its effects on girls' development and gender socialization offer a 
dynamic addition to the growing body of research on girls' development and new insights on defining 
social constructs of femininity. 
 
Research Goal 
The goal of this qualitative study was to 1) add girls' voices to the research on the outcomes of 
participating in an all-female program, 2) expand the research on girls' development, 3) examine how 
participation in a wilderness program challenged conventional notions of femininity for adolescent 
girls, and, 4) expand the research on poor and working-class girls' constructions of femininity through 
the lens of their participation in outdoor recreational programs. This study was also guided by a 
feminist perspective and feminist methodology. Feminist methods allow the researcher to start with 
a topic with which she has a personal connection and then use all the data sources available to study it 
(Reinharz, 1992). Consistent with feminist commitment to promote social change, a goal of this 
study was to influence program design for girls in 



Research Questions 
In order to examine how participation in an all-female wilderness program challenged girls' 
constructions of femininity, the following questions served as a guide: 

 In what ways did participation in an all-girls' wilderness program challenge conventional 
notions of femininity? 

 How did the girls describe the ways in which this program challenged fe inity, both 
collectively and individually? 

 What impacts did participation have on the girls' everyday lives? 
 In what ways are their understandings transferred or used in everyday life? 
 In what ways do they negotiate these understandings after the program concludes? 

 How might these understandings or changes influence their long-term decision-making 
life choices, ambitions, and goals? 

 
Methods 
Subjects in this study consisted of nine girls, ages 13-to-18, who participated in a 23-day canoe 
expedition in the North Woods of Maine. These nine girls come from poor and working-class families 
and live in a variety of locations throughout the state of Maine. The family structure of the girls is 
diverse: some live in two-parent homes, others share time between divorced parents, and some live with 
other family members. 

Two sets of interviews, the primary method used to gather data, were conducted, 4-to-5 and 15-
to-18-months, after the expedition. Secondary data sources consisted of a focus group, public 
presentation, parent surveys, journal entries, reflexive journal, applications, newspaper articles, trip 
reports, and the graduate thesis that served as a model for this program. During data analysis I used a 
three-step process for constructing case studies. I first read each transcript and made summary notes 
about the interview (Phillips, 2000). I then created a case record, which allowed me to condense the 
raw data into an organized and manageable file (Patton, 2002). During this step, I drew upon established 
methods of coding and categorizing (Miles & Huberman, 1994) to identify themes and patterns. This 
consisted of reading each transcript line by line to deduce codes. I then reread each transcript to 
code according to the research questions. These codes were clustered into themes and allowed me to 
generate similarities between each girl. The last step consisted of writing a final case study narrative-a 
holistic portrayal of each girl (Patton, 2002) in order to illustrate the uniqueness of the experience for 
each individual. 

Findings 

The findings from this study reveal that girls who participated in an extensive wilderness program 
challenged conventional notions of femininity in diverse ways. This includes: 1) perseverance, 
strength and determination, 2) challenging assumptions of girls' abilities, 3) elevated self-esteem and 
feelings of accomplishment, 4) questioning ideal images of beauty, 5) increased ability to speak out 
(voice) and leadership skills, and, 6) building significant relationships with other girls. 

The girls also spoke extensively about how they drew upon the experience during 
challenging times in their lives. For instance, several of the girls articulated how the experience 
helped them improve academically. They rely on the feelings they gained when they need reassurance 
that they can accomplish a goal The ability to draw on the strength, determination



and perseverance that they gained has implications for their future as women. Additionally, the girls 
have learned at a crucial age in their development, how to develop significant relationships with other 
girls and to build allies with other women. This relationship building can offer valuable skills for 
maintaining positive relationships with other women as they move from adolescence to adulthood. 
The experience also helped them look beyond traditional roles and see themselves as capable in a 
variety of nontraditional occupations. Other aspirations include seeking positions of leadership, 
learning more about themselves as individuals and challenging conventional notions of beauty. 
 
Implications 
This study reveals the importance of including girls' voices in the examination of wilderness programs 
and offers a clearer understanding of how participation in outdoor programs challenge conventional 
notions of femininity for adolescent girls. This study illuminates the value of recognizing the 
complex relationships that shapes one's identity. Although the wilderness and outdoor programs 
designed for girls and women may challenge social stereotypes, participants return to the social 
constructs that have significant influence on their development. As these systems are slow to change; 
thus, it is imperative that practitioners recognize girls' struggles and help them negotiate their re-
entry into everyday life. 
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drowning or disappearing. To take on the 
problem of appearance, which is the problem of 

her development, and to connect her life with 
history on a cultural scal4 she must enter-and 
by entering disrupt-a tradition in which human 

for the most part meant male. 

Girls' Development 

by Dr. Anja Whittington

 

What is Femininii.v,,? 

Defining Feminini ty-not an easy task 

a How does Western culture view feminirity? 
a What implications does femininity have for  

ent detebpment7 

 Who enforces conventional notions of femininity? 
 Does femininity differ based on one's social 

class, race, ethnicity, or sexuality? 



GUyan 1991 
Perhaps adolescence is an especially crtical time 

in women's development because it poses a 
problem of connection that is not easily 

resolved. As the river of a girl's fife flows into the 
sea of Western cultum; she is in danger of 



Research Participants 

 Nine girls ages 13-to-18 
 Participated in a 23-day 

canoe expedition 
 All from Maine 
 Primarily poor and 

working-class families 
 Predominately white 

participants 

Methodology 

A femin is t  researche r  
r e q u e n t l y  s t a r t s  w i t h  
a n  i s s u e  t h a t  s h e  h a s  
a  persona l  connec t ion  

and then uses all 

ava i lab le  data  sources 
to study it. 

Re inha rz ,  1992  

 
Guiding Research Questions 

 In what ways did participation in an all-girls wilderness 

program challenge conventional notions of femininity? 

∎ How did the girls describe the ways in which this program 
challenged femininity, both collectively and individually? 

 What impacts did participating have on the girls' 
everyday lives? 
 In what ways were their understandings transferred or used in their 

everyday lives? 
 in what ways did they negotiate these understandings after the program 

concluded? 
 How might these understandings or changes influence their 

long-term decision making-life choices, ambitions, and goals? 

 



I learned that if I actually pushed myself to do something I could 
because before when I tried to do something if it was hard I just 
gave up. But out on the trip I couldn't just say "I don't want to" 

because that would have been bad. So I learned that I should push 
myself more, whether I feel scared or just keep trying. Because I 

never would have tried this before but I had the chance. 

  
Perseverance, Strength and Determination 

Challenging Assumptions of Girls' Abiities 

I think it was brave actually. 
Because more people don't think of 
girls doing that type of thing. I 
didn't really think about it until I 
ent on it. I think (others they'd be 
more interested because you hear 

about guys doing athiet c things all the 
time and not girls. Realty not for that 
g of a time 

 
Research Findings 

:Perseverance, strength and determination 
'Chal lenging assumptions of g i r l s '  abi l i t ies 

Elevated self-esteem and feelings of accomplishment 
and pr ide 

:Quest ioning ideal  images of beauty 

Increased abil ity to speak out (voice) and leadership 

skills 
Building significant relationships with other girls 

w



I think I learned that I 
want to live a different 
way than I had ever 
wanted to live before. 
When I got back I was 

 
I dont want to drive cars, 
switch on lights, turn on 

faucets, talk on phones or 
watch TV. I want to 
gather wood, hunt for 
dinner, light a fire for 

cooking, hike, canoe and 
sleep on the ground. I 

don't want to see 
hundreds or thousands of 
people everyday. I don't 

want to buy a meal I 
want to earn it. I want to 
work hard to make things 
for myself. I am capable 

and I will do it. 

 
Elevated Self-esteem and Feelings of 

Accomplishment and Pride 

It is the best thing 
you would ever do. 

It gives you so 
much pride when 

you finish and you 
feel so 

accomplished and it 
is just great. It lets 
you know who you 

really are. 

  



like I use to be all 
I remember I y nails 

done going o the trip 
and I was why did I do 
that? 



"Although the wilderness is a 
wonderful place for 

transformation, brief Outward 
Bound-type courses provide a 
place to begin, not a place to 
end" (Arnold, 1994, p. 53). 

 
Increased Ability to Speak Out (Voice) and 

Leadership Skills 

I am not afraid to 
speak out any more. At 
school I'm not so shy. I 
sit up in front 
and I say answers. 

Before I would just sit 
in the back of the 
room and not say 

anything but not any 
more and I think that is 
because of the trip. 

  

 
Building Significant Relationships 

with other Girls 

It definitely 
helped me 

meeting new 
people and being 

with such a 
diverse group of 

people created an 
understanding 
that everybody 
had a special 

quality.   



Implications 
Value of including girls' voices in 
the analysis of same sex 
experiences for females in the 
wilderness. 

 Adds valuable data to the ways in 
which girls from working-class 
families negotiate conventional 
notions of femininity. 

 Adds to the body of knowledge on 
girls' development and gender 
socialization. 

  Implies that all-female wilderness 
programs offer a "hardiness zone•' 
fo r  ado lescent  gi r ls.  

 Implies that participation in allgirls 
wilderness programs does =allow 
girls to challenge conventional 
notions of femininity. 

 
Three Stories 

• Cody 
 Challenging Femininity through 

Voice, Leadership & Strength 

 Mazie 
 Challenging Femininity in 

Nontraditional Roles 

 June 
 Complexity of Challenging 

Conventional Femininity 

 
Future Research & Limitations 

. Continued research on the 
benefits and outcomes of same sex 
experiences for girls. Continued 
research on the ways in which 
girls' wilderness experiences 
challenge conventional notions of 
femininity. 

d`-_s'o ducted with females 
n varicus age groups. Studies 
conducted with girls irom various 
socioeconomic backgrounds. 

  

  


