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The Influence of Forest Experience on the Self-Actualization!
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ABSTRACT

Self-actualization has been suggested as one of the psychological or health benefits of forest experience.
This study was designed to determine to what extent participation on five-week National Outdoor
Leadership School (NOLS) courses increased the self-actualization of participants and whether individual
characteristics were correlated with the change, Data were collected at NOLS during the summer of 1987
asing pretest-posttest control group design, Significant positive increases in self-actualization were found.
However, individual characteristics such as sex, age, previous forest experience, place of residence and

education level showed no significant effect on self-actualization change.
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psychological benefit of forest experience since

INTRODUCTION Scott  (1974)

between wilderness experience and self-actualiza-

suggested a positive connection

Many social scientists in forestry have recently
mentioned that the psychological or health benefits
can be realized by forest use (Driver and Brown,
1986 . Ewert, 1986 . Roggenbuck, 1984 . Young
and Crandall, 1984 ; 1986). Among those, self

-actualization has been attracted as the ultimate
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tion.

Maslow (1943), known as a leading proponent
of self-actualization, proposed the need hierarchy
theory of motivation arguing that human needs
can be classified into five different categories (e,

i., physiological, safety, belonging and love,
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esteem, and self-actualization), According to the
theory of motivation, these human basic needs are
arranged in the shape of a pyramid. Those at the
bottom are the most urgent and must be satisfied
before those at the next highest level begin to
operate.

Self-actualization, the highest of the human
needs, refers to the desire for self-fulfilment, that
is, the tendency for a person to become actualized
in what he perceives to be his own potential.
Rogers (1963) identified self-actualizing person as
ar individual who is dependable in being realistic,
self-enhancing, socialized and appropriate in his
behaviour ; a creative individual, whose specific
formings of behaviour are not easily predictable ;
an individual who is ever-changing, ever develop-
ing, always discovering himself and the newness
in himself in each succeeding moment of time.

Scott “1974) speculated that the gains in self
actualization can occur to an individual during
his experience with a pure natural setting such as
deep forest, | His speculation was based on
analyzing the writings and lives of men such as
George Gatlin, John Muir, Henry Thoreau, and
Aldo Leopold who used wilderness frequently for
their lives.
iLeiwke, 1976 .

Although  recent  studies

Papatones, 1977 Voge, 1979:. Young and
Crandall, 1984 ; 1986 have reported the results
supporting  Scott’s speculation, still more valid
ev dences are needed. In addition, the previous
studies leave a number of questions relating to
how and what attributes influence the gain in self
actualization unanswered. Perhaps chief among
these is whether or not forest users’ personal
characteristics such as sex, age, education level,
place of residence and previous forest experiences
influence in enhancing self-actualization level.

Jow might the forest experience become
beneficial in shaping and developing self actualiza-
tion ? “Forest stimuli” might be possible answer
of this question that “how” and “why” forest
experience promotes psychological well  being.
Forest stimuli include a low density of human

population, low level of noise and movement, and

a slow rate of change. Therefore, it offers a high
degree of predictability and little that is conflict-
ing or ambiguous. This stimuli constitute a
“behaviour setting” which evokes certain kinds of
responses (Bechtel, 1970, . During the time spent
in the forest, results of these stimuli can bhe felt,
The deeper meaning and significance of nature
seems to penetrate the person’s mind. However,
as  Scott (1974} states, explanation of ‘hese
powerful psychological phenomena are difficult at
best

Those kinds of experiences in a forest can also
be substituted for Maslow’s term “peak experi-
ence”. According to Maslow {1959), the whole-
ness of the experiences is striking ; the object of
the perception is exclusively attended to, com-
pletely absorbing the participant who undergoes an
egoless, self-forgetful state associated with disor-
ientation to time and space.

More recently, Csikszentmihalyi's (1975; “flow”
model has had the greatest influence on theorizing
about these experiences {(Tinsley and Tinsley,
1986) . Csikzentmihalyi (1975' describes the flow
experience as “one of complete involvement of the
actor with his activity” and “a major intrinsic
reward for participation of an activity ™

The main objectives of this paper were to
investigate following research questions :

1. Does the level of self-actualization increase
as a result of participation in forest based
activities ?

2. If any, do individual characteristics such as
sex, age, education level, place of residence
and previous forest experience influence the

level of increase in self-actualization ?

METHODOLOGY

Subjects
The subjects for this study consisted of 301
students 172 males and 129 females) who enrolled
in the 19 basic five-week NOLS courses in the
summer of 1987. Of those, 138 participants 184
males and 54 females) were randomly assigned as

control group subjects, Others, 163 participants
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(79 males and 84 females) were assigned as
treatment group subjects, The mean age of all

subjects was 19 years.

Programs
The National Outdoor Leadership  School
(NOLS) in Lander, Wyoming, offers many

ccurses to train leaders capable of conducting all
-round forest and wilderness programs in a safe
and rewarding manner, Length of the courses

varies from 14 to 95 days. Of particular interest

Table 1. The Short Index of Self-Actualization

to this study was the effect of the five-week
Wild River Wilderness and
Wind River Mountaineering courses, had on the
NOLS

courses, and take place in the Wind River Range

forest expeditions,

participants. Both courses are basic

of the Rocky Mountains.

Instrument
The instrument used in this study was the Short
(Table 1) {(Jones,
1986) . The index

Index of Self-Actualization

1980 ; Jones and Crandall,

(Please indicate whether you agree or disagree with each of the following statements )

Somewhat Somewhat

Agree agree disagree Disagree
1. I do not feel ashamed
of any of my emotions, Xt o
2. 1 feel 1 must do what
others expect me to do. . X
3. 1 believe that people
are essentially good and
can be trusted. . S L
4. 1 feel free to be
angry at those I love. X o
5. It is always necessary
that others approve of
what I do. o X
6. 1 do not accept my
own weaknesses, 7 o X
7.1 can like people
without having to
approve of them, X o
8. I fear failure. o o X
9. I avoid attempts to
analyze and simplify
complex domains. N X
10. It is better to be
yourself than to be
popular. X o
11. I have no mission in
life to which [ feel
especially dedicated. o B X
12, 1 can express my
feelings even when they
may result in undesirable
consequences. X o
13. [ do not feel respon-
sible to help anybody. o _ o X
14. I am bothered by
fears of being inade-
quate. . . X
15. I am loved because |
give love. X

* The self-actualizing response is marked by an

responses receives | point.

and receives 4 points, the non-self-actualizing
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includes 15 questions with four choices from
“Agree” to “Disagree”. The index is based
primarily on modified items from the most widely
accepted measures of self-actualization,  the
Personal Orientation Inventory (POIll (Shostrom,
1964) and the Personal Orientation Dimensions
{POD)  (Shostrom, 1975). The validity and
reliability of the index have already been
discussed in the previous studies (Castellow and
Hsj’es, 1983 . Jones, 1980 : Jones and Crandall,

1986 . Young, 1978 . Young and Crandall, 1984} .

Procedure

For the purpose of this study, the pretest
-posttest control group design (Campbell and
Stanley, 1966) was employed. It is extremely
difficult to choose an equivalent control population
to compare to a self-selecting population such as
NOLS participants. It was therefore decided that
the control group should be selected from among
NOLS which were already

“hooked”. Nine courses were so selected systemati~

the courses at

celly and designated as control courses.

A pretest questionnaire including the Short
Index of Self-Actualization was sent to each
control group participant five weeks prior to the
scheduled departure date of his or her course.
The response rate for the pretest was 73 percent.
The major reason for loss of control subjects was
that some participants enrolled in control courses
cancelled out. On the first day of their courses,
participants in both control and treatment groups
were introduced briefly to this study, They were
then asked to fill out the questionnaire concerning
individual characteristics during precourse briefing
and asked to answer the Short Index of Self
-Actualization as a posttest for the control group
participants and a pretest for treatment group
participants, At the last day of his or her course,
epach of the treatment group participants was

asxzed to complete the instrument as a posttest.

RESULTS

Prior to investigating the research questions

listed above, some preliminary examinations were
carried out. A t-test revealed that there were no
significant differences in self actualization between
males and females in either treatment group [t=
1.529, p=0.128 t=1.008 p=0.316
(posttest)] or control group {t=1.272, p=0.206
t=0.420, p=0.675 (posttest;].

Table 2 reports the pretest and posttest means

(pretest) .

(pretest) .

and standard deviations of the self -actualization
scores for each group, The scores indicate that
the treatment group means increased from 46 718
to 48.432 while the control group means decreased
slightly from 46.940 to 46.799. The t-test results
of the posttest scores for control and treatment
groups are presented in Table 3. The value ¢f t=
2.368 was found to be statistically significant (p=
0.019) . NOLS

program indeed increased participants self-actuali-

Those analyses indicate that

zation level.

To test whether participants’ individual charac-
teristics such as sex, age, previous forest
experience, place of residence and education level
were correlated with the change of self-actualiza-
tion, a Analysis of Variance (ANOVA; was
performed. F-values from the ANOVA are shown
in Table 4, The F-values indicate that there were
no significant individual characteristics effects on
the change of the self-actualization scores result-

ing from the treatment,

Table 2. T-tests of pretest and posttest mean
scores of the Short Index for the
treatment and control groups.

Group Test N Mean S.D, t Prob,

Pretest 100 46.94 4.81

Posttest 134 46.80 5.23

Pretest 163 46.72 4.60
Posttest 111 48.43 4.84

Control 0.213 0.831

Treatment 2.941 0.004

Table 3. T-test on posttest mean scores of the
Short Index for the control group to
posttest mean scores of the Short Index
for the treatment group.

N Mean 5.D. t d.f. Prob.

Control 135 46.89 5.38
Treatment 111 48.43 4.80

Group

2.368 244 0.019
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Table 4. F-Value for ANOVA to determine
effects of individual characteristics on
the gain scores of the Short Index for
the treatment group.

Source of effect* d.f. N F Prob.
Sex 1 123 0.02 0.889
Age 15 123 0.69 0.776
No. of wisits to

deep forest area per 4 123 1.68 0.161
year

Place of residence 4 123 0.61 0.656
Education level 8 123 1.42 0.197

* Age ranges 19 to 34 years [mean=19.15 (SD=
3.34)]
No. of visits to deep forest area per year:
None=41 (33%) . 1—2=56 (46%) . 3—-5=17
114%) . 6—10=5 4%) . Over 10=4 (3%)
Place of residence : Large city (over 250,000
pop.) =54 {44%) . Small city (50, 000—250.000
pop.i =18 {15%1 ; Large town (10, 000-50, 000
pop.) =29 {23%’ ; Small town (under 10,000
pop.l =16 (13%" ; Farm or rural area=6 (5%
Years of education range 9 to 18 years [mean==
12.855 (SD=2.36)]

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The overall purpose of this studv was to
determine whether self-actualization was signifi-
cantly increased by the five-week NOLS courses
in the forest. Furthermore, this study was
designed to determine whether participants’ indi-
vidual characteristics would moderate the degree
of self-actualization change.

The results indicated that there were significant
ircreases for the participants under study during
the NOLS courses. However, participants’ indivi
dual characteristics of sex, age, previous forest
experience, place of residence and education levels
showed no significant effect on the change.

The NOLS approach stresses individual compe-
tency in forest skills and the development of
leadership skills, while Outward Bound and other
survival programs stress “personal growth through
challenge™. The NOLS explanation for a gain in
psychological benefits from a NOLS course is that
“while a NOLS experience will enhance self

—confidence and motivation, this takes place

individually and naturally, rather than deliberately
as the primary focus of the curriculum”(NQOLS,
1987). This study supports the argument that
positive changes in self-actualization scores can

be attributed to forest experience.
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