Group Counseling with
Couples or Families:
Adding Adventure Activities

H. Lee Gillis
Warren C. Bonney

A rationale is presented for using adventure activities in group counseling.
Two case examples are used to describe the adaptation of these activities
to group counseling with couples and single-parent—adolescent families.

Most counseling groups with couples or fam-
ilies face issues involving trust, support, risk,
challenge, leadership, problem solving, co-
operation, competition, Or communication.
Many group leaders have developed struc-
tured exercises that are useful in confronting
these issues. Using structured activities allows
arts, crafts, dance, drama, music, writing, story
telling, running, exercise, physical challenge,
and even board games to provide a primary
therapeutic function. Nickerson and O'Laugh-
lin (1982) have indicated that **Action ther-
apies employ nonverbal modes of relationship
. . . as the chief therapeutic media in which
conflicts are sorted out and resolved and through
which intellectual and emotional energies are
freed for more adaptive and creative living”’
(p. 4). Activities involving physical challenge
or adventure through leader-designed, struc-
tured exercises are the primary focus of this
article,

PHYSICAL ACTIVITIES
IN COUNSELING

Winn (1982) reported that physical (kinetic)
human communication has been overlooked
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in the field of counseling. He stated, *‘The
active use of one’s body in order to confront
a physical problem will generalize to the use
of one's psyche to master psychosocial chal-
lenges within and beyond the therapeutic en-
vironment'' (p. 163). Winn surmised, “*Since
many of our fundamental beliefs . . . have
a physical-motor basis, therapeutic attempts
to repair a self image or increase interper-
sonal trust may be very accessible to a phys-
ical intervention’’ (p. 164). Jean Houston's
(1982) experiential process for enhancing
physical, mental, and creative abilitics
through psychophysical work is consistent
with Winn’s assessment of the need for an
active, physical basis in counseling. Hous-
ton observed that many of “*the talking ther-
apies do not work as well as they might since
. . . they do not knowledgeably involve the
body in the therapeutic process’ (p. xix).
Crocker and Wroblewiski (1975) cited sev-
eral helping functions of structured activities
in counseling. These authors focused primar-
ily on the usefulness of board games (e.g..
Monopoly) and card games (e.g., poker) in
counseling. Their list of helpful functions,
however, also applies to many of the ways
that more physically active exercises benefit
group counseling. These functions include
(a) generating data for discussion after the ac-
tivity, including the projective assessment of
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behaviors that might go unnoticed in other
contexts; (b) setting up situations in which
anxiety may be confronted; (c) using the phys-
ical activity as a metaphor for issues in a re-
Jationship or in the home; (d) creating an
atmosphere of childlike playfulness to reduce
adult resistances; (¢) experimenting with new
behaviors in a safe and permissive climate;
and (f) modeling coping behaviors from other
group members. Thus, depending on the
counselor's goals and purposes for the group,
activities can serve a variety of helpful func-
tions. ;

A primary advantage of using phys.lallly
challenging activities is the variety of issues
that can be dealt with in a single activity. Any
one physical activity can simultancously pro-
vide the group with issues such as challenge,
mastery, empowerment, cooperativeness,
competitiveness, trust, risk, communication,

lem solving, success, and failure (Kes-
selheim, 1976). These activities have been
shown to have a positive effect on self-con-
cept, although the significance and persever-
ance of the effect is debatable (Shore, 1977).
The usefulness of such adventure activities for
group counseling demands a closer look.

ADVENTURE ACTIVITIES
IN COUNSELING

The definition of adventure includes such
descriptors as dangerous, risky, uncertain,
novel, exciting, and remarkable (Gove,
1971). In the context of activities, adventure
is used as an adjective to denote elements
of actual and perceived risk. Although the
actual danger or risk involved in an adven-
ture activity is usually thought to be phys-
ical, many activities also involve actual
psychological risk. Psychological risk is in-
volved when activities require that group
members trust or depend on others. A **good™’
adventure activity is perceived by the par-
ticipant as riskier that it actually is. In such
an activity, the participant may perceive that
he or she is at risk physically or psycholog-
ically when, actually, the chance for a suc-
cessful outcome in the activity is highly
probable.
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Origins of the adventure approach can
be traced to the Outward Bound schools.
Kurt Hahn, founder of the schools, be-
lieved that exposure to self-discipline,
teamwork, adventure, physical hardship,
and risk might provide participants with
the opportunity to *‘discover themselves,
experience success and defeat, forget
themselves in the pursuit of a common
cause, train the imagination, and develop
the ability to participate and plan” (Kes-
selheim, 1976, p. 30). A broad categori-
zation of critical elements in the Outward
Bound experience would include individ-
ual and group-building adventure activities
during the initial phase. The purpose of
these activities is to foster group cohesion
and individual self-confidence. An outdoor
expedition involving rock climbing, white
water rafting, sailing, hiking, cross coun-
try skiing, or mountaineering is tradition-
ally the second phase of the Outward Bound
experience. An individual solo experience,
a final expedition, and graduation cere-
monies make up the remainder of a stan-
dard Outward Bound course (Bacon, 1984).
Although these outdoor wilderness expe-
riences are indeed powerful, they are not
always appropriate for use in traditional,
indoor counseling groups.

Project Adventure, Inc. has translated many
Outward Bound wildemess adventure con-
cepts into viable activities for educational
and counseling programs. The most visible
impact of Project Adventure has been through
workshops and manuals (Rohnke, 1977,
1984) that demonstrate and document the
construction and implementation of group
and individual adventure activities.

Traditionally, the activities of Project Ad-
venture and Outward Bound have been used
with physically able adolescent or adult pop-
ulations. In the past several years, adventure
programs also have been successfully adapted
for physically impaired and other **special
need” populations (Roland, 1985). Adapt-
ing adventure activities to the traditional group
counseling setting can allow many group
leaders access to an exciting collection of
challenge and risk activities. The role of the
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group leader in adventure activities, how-
ever, presents some special considerations.

Role of the Group Leader
in Adventure Activities

Many group counselors use structured ac-
tivitics as an adjunct to the discussion and
process associated with traditional group
counseling. Others use structured physical
activities as the primary mode of treatment,
choosing to let the experience of the activity
**do the talking.”’ Bacon (1984) has advo-
cated a method of introducing structured ad-
venture activities as physical metaphors. His
model preserves the richness of the exper-
iential process by emphasizing how the par-
ticipant perceives his or her experience of
the activity while still acknowledging the
importance of post-activity discussion. Ba-
con's model might be considered strategic,
in that the counselor initiates what happens
during the session and designs an approach
for each problem (Haley, 1973).

We have struggled with finding an appro-
priate balance between activities and dis-
cussion, choosing to weight initial group
sessions with more activities and later ses-
sions with more discussion. Experience has
shown that activities foster group cohesion
carly in the initial group session. A sequence
of adventure activities that gradually re-
quires more risk and problem-solving skill
also seems to increase the level of interper-
sonal trust within the group. This trust, in
turn, leads to more productive post-activity
discussion sessions, although no research has
been conducted that firmly establishes this
observation. ;

The group leader’s level of involvement
in presenting adventure activities is an area
of disagreement. Traditionally, the leader of
adventure activities is passive. The role in-
volves only the introduction of rules and
safety considerations for each activity. The
leader observes the group's problem-solving
process and watches for any potential phys-
ical accident that may occur during the ex-
perience. The leader becomes active while
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leading the discussion that follows the com-
pletion of the activity (Rohnke, 1984).

An alternative to the passive, traditional
group leader role is an active, strategic ap-
proach. Here the leader directs group mem-
bers to notice certain aspects of the adventure
activity as it is being experienced. Bacon
(1984) advocates this directive role of the
leader, which emphasizes the strategic in-
troduction of adventure activities 1o the group.
These introductions serve to reframe the ex-
perience of a physical activity to become
much like a psychological issue with which
the group might be confronted. Paradoxical
intention may be included within a strategic
introduction to focus group members’ atten-
tion on specific thoughts, feelings, or be-
haviors that may occur while participating
in the activity. The post-activity discussion
sessions are not the focus in the strategic
style. For the strategic leader, the *‘work™
takes place in the beginning, in assessing
and introducing the activity, much as the
hypnotist might work to induce a hypnotic
trance. After the activity, participants seem
to volunteer **what it was like'* information
more freely, and the leader can then be more
passive and observe, comment, or structure
the discussion as it fits his or her style.

This strategic approach to working with
activities is similar to the work of Haley
(1973, 1976) and Madanes (1981), who are
most closely associated with the label stra-
tegic. Milton H. Erickson (cited in Rossi,
1980) is perhaps considered the father of
strategies in therapy, primarily through his
work in hypnosis, metaphors, and paradox
(Haley, 1973). Although Erickson worked
primarily with individuals, Haley and Ma-
danes have focused primarily on relation-
ships between couples and within families.
Their approach is characterized by a focus
on changing dysfunctional behavior patterns
with specific behavioral goals targeted and
treated. The past is not as important as
changing the presenting problem. The coun-
selor takes the primary responsibility for in-
tervening into the couple's system and
promoting change. When direct techniques

are not successful, indirect techniques such
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as paradoxical approaches are often used. A
strategic style of group counseling would
thus be active, directive, and problem fo-
cused, with little emphasis on insight (Haley,
1976).

The strategic group leader of activities
would attempt to ascertain a problem for the
group through assessment of common prob-
lems, failures, or developmental issues faced
by members. The leader would then intro-
duce activities having components similar to
the psychological problem or issue. This in-
troduction would reframe each group par-
ticipant's experience of the physical activity,
much like a strategic intervention that re-
frames a couple’s or family's experience of
a presenting problem.

The strategic approach may be uncom-
fortable for group leaders who wish to let
the experience ‘‘speak for itself.”” Such
leaders may wish to focus the post-activity
discussion only on what happened during the
adventure activity, without the *“‘interfer-
ence’’ of focusing participants’ attention
through strategic instructions. Again, the
leader’s objectives and goals for the activ-
ities, along with his or her style of leader-
ship, will govern which approach is taken.
We have found the directive, strategic style
to be very useful when working with couples
and families. Several advantages of using
adventure activities with couples or families
are explored below.

Adventure Activities with
a Couple or Family System

The helping functions that adventure activ-
ities provide for group counseling are ex-
tremely useful when working with a couple
or family system. Assessment, playfulness,
experimentation, modeling, and metaphor
seem (o serve an even greater helping func-
tion when working with a group of persons
who also share a significant relationship (a
system) outside the counseling experience.
Multiple family groups (Laqueur, 1973) or
couples’ enrichment groups (L'Abate &
McHenry. 1983) have been shown to be vi-
able settings for using group counseling skills
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and techniques with couples or family sys-
tems. Observing how a couple or family can
work together on a common problem that
requires, for example, touching and holding
one other, provides useful data for the coun-
selor about how that relationship system
functions. How a couple or family can have
fun (or not have fun) while playing together
also may be an indication of salient issues
in their relationship (Satir, 1972). While
working with couples and family systems in
groups, we have observed, through discus-
sions after the activities, that significant ben-
efit can be gained from children observing
children, parents observing parents, men ob-
serving men, and women observing women
interacting with parents, children, or part-
ners. The conscious and unconscious mod-
eling that naturally occurs in group counseling
with unrelated individuals seems to be es-
pecially great when relationships are the unit
of focus. Likewise, the couple or family ex-
perimenting with a new activity within the
counseling session may provide a good met-
aphor for experimenting with new behaviors
outside the counscling session relationship.
It is this final function, the emergence of
metaphor, that seems to be the most pow-
erful function of adventure activities. Com-
mon or specific “‘real life”" problems of
couples or families can be brought into fotus
and strategically reframed with adventure
activities.

As noted above, Bacon (1984) has de-
scribed a rationale for using adventure activ-
ities as metaphors for living. We have adapted
Bacon’s model for group counseling with cou-
ples and families. The following case exam-
ples demonstrate one way that adventure
activities borrowed from Rohnke (1977, 1984)
have been observed as metaphors in group
counseling with families and couples.

CASE EXAMPLES

Family Groups

Four single-parent families (four mothers)
with adolescent children (one daughter and
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three sons) participated in four 90-minute
group sessions offered through a child and
family center at a large southeastern uni-
versity. We served as counselor and super-
visor. The group experience was advertised
throughout the university community, using
posters and radio announcements, as “‘an
adventure counseling experience.”

Many of the adolescent family members
were hesitant to participate during the initial
session, not knowing what to expect from
the group. The goals of the group were pre-
sented to the families as an opportunity to
explore common concerns and problems of
single-parent-adolescent families while
learning from one another. The group was
led through several warmup activities, de-
scribed in Rohnke (1977, 1984), to foster
group cohesion. By design, most of the first
session was spent doing activities instead of
debriefing and discussing. As the activities
became more difficult and required more risk
and trust, it became apparent that parents
would allow the adolescents an initial chance
to solve problems that came up in the phys-
ical activitics, but would assume more lead-
ership as these problems became more
difficult. During the debriefing after several
of the activities, the issue of power and con-
trol arose, both within the group and within
each family. As a way to confront indirectly
the issue of power and control, one partic-
ular adventure activity was introduced: an
indoor variation of “*goldline jousting,"
mentioned in Rohnke (1977, p. 103), named
*'gotcha.”

Gotcha was played by giving each parent
and adolescent pair a 12-foot rope. Both par-
ent and adolescent put the rope around their
waist and faced each other, standing with
feet at shoulder width and parallel. The rope
was drawn taut between them. Both mem-
bers of the pair then held their respective
ends of the rope in only one hand without
wrapping the rope around their wrists. The
object of the activity was to manipulate the
rope, without letting it go, in such a way
that the other partner fell off balance. The
group members were asked to be aware of
how they used their power as they partici-
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pated in the activity. Some played a best
three out of five series; others decided not
to keep a score.

Although it may seem obvious that the
physically stronger individuals might have
been able to *‘overpower’’ their partners,
more indirect forms of power emerged. Some
players found they were able to “*give in™
to their partners’ power causing their part-
ners to fall off balance by their own power.

During this activity two of the parent-ad-
olescent pairs were viewed as having fun
with gotcha. The competition and cooper-
ation were healthy, with little concern evi-
dent about who would win. The other two
pairs were observed to be involved in a se-
rious struggle for control. In one particular
pair a son was determined to ‘‘beat” his
mother at any cost. He was very concerned
about scoring each “*win"" and protested any
loss, while laughing loudly each time he
overpowered his mother.

In the debriefing session immediately af-
ter gotcha, the group members were asked
how that game might be similar to what was
happening in their interactions at home. The
leader speculated on ways that the physical
power metaphor (gotcha) could be translated
and perhaps generalized into the psycholog-
ical issue of power within the home life of
each family. The mother of the *"win at any
cost’’ pair quickly responded, "*This is ex-
actly what's going on at our house. He [her
son} has to win all the time and we never
get anywhere."’ Her comment served as an
excellent vehicle to discuss power and con-
trol further in relation to each of the parent-
adolescent interactions. The 12-year-old son
was able to use the activity as a focus for
his need to always win against his mother.
He seemed to become aware of his need to
be in charge around the house. Later in the
sessions, when activities were presented in
which he was unable to win alone but needed
to cooperate with his mother, the adolescent
seemed to become aware that working to-
gether with his mother or with the group
made problem solving easier.

Gotcha served the leader’s purpose of in-
directly confronting a psychological issue
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assessed as salient to the group and to gen-
erate data for discussion after the activity.
The counselor was allowed to become aware
of behavior that might have gone unnoticed
in a traditional parent-adolescent group. The
activity also provided an opportunity both
to experience and to “‘play with'* power as
used in the relationship and in the home.
There was also an opportunity for both par-
ents and adolescents to learn new behaviors
from other group members.

This example demonstrates how a group
counselor can use an adventure activity as a
metaphor for a common issue within a fam-
ily and simultaneously use many helping
functions provided by activities. During the
post-activity discussion, the group reported
that the activity was advantageous because
the focus could be on what everyone had
witnessed instead of on reports by family
members regarding how power and control
issues developed outside of the group. In
able to translate the metaphor of the activity
into relevant situations in their own lives. A
similar translation of physical experience into
a psychological concept was experienced by
couples involved in an enrichment experi-
ence conducted by the senior author.

Couples Groups

Five couples participated in an 8-hour group
session offered at the same university. This
group also was advertised in the university
community, through posters and radio an-
nouncements, as ‘‘an adventure-based en-
richment experience.”’

The group was designed as a 1-day, out-
door couples enrichment experience cen-
tered around adventure activities. As with
the family group, the initial hours of the
couples group were spent doing warmup ac-
tivities designed to bring the group together.

The goals and purposes of this group cen-
tered around issues of communication, prob-
lem solving, trust, and risk. Adventure
activities were designed to focus specifically
on these issues, and discussion sessions cen-
tered on translating the physical activities
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into psychological concepts related to each
couple’s unique relationship.

To focus indirectly on communication
styles in a nonthreatening and nondirective
way, we used a blind-mute walk. Each cou-
ple was asked to decide which partner would
be blindfolded first and led by the other part-
ner. Adapted from the familiar trust walk,
this activity added an additional handicap:
prohibiting the sighted partner from speak-
ing. During the introduction both partners
were asked to be aware of their ability to
communicate with the other in ways that
were similar to or different from their usual
ones.

During the blind-mute walk, each couple
was led along a “*hazardous’" trail designed
by the counselor. The outdoor trail involved
crossing streams and gulleys, crawling un-
der branches, and climbing up low walls.
(Indoor **trails,”" which went over and under
tables and chairs, through homemade **tun-
nels,”” and up and down staircases, also have
been designed.) Couples switched roles dur-
ing the middle of the exercise so that each
had an opportunity to both lead and follow.

The blind-mute walk was one of the most
talked about activities during the 1-day
counseling experience. Couples experienced
the difficulty of trusting their nonspeaking,
sighted partner. Sometimes one member of
a couple was more trusting than the other.
On many occasions, miscommunications led
to real consequences, such as bumping a
head or stepping into the middle of a shallow
stream. Some couples moved along their path
quickly and confidently, but others would
stop and smell the flowers and still others
would bumble slowly along the trail, having
difficulty with each **hazard.’” Again, cou-
ples most functional in their relationships
were the most adept at this experience. This
assessment is based on observations, but these
observations became *‘grist for the thera-
peutic mill"* when couples were allowed to
share their perceptions of trust as well as old
and new communication patterns. Both
functional and dysfunctional couples mod-
eled positive and negative verbal and non-
verbal communication for the group.
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The blind-mute walk was scheduled as a
transition activity, moving from a series of
warmup experiences with the entire group
and activities focused directly on each cou-
ple to riskier activities involving more trust
between partners and within the group.
Throughout the day couples continued to
relate their success or failure with other ac-
tivities to their experiences during the blind-
mute walk. This activity provided a signif-
icant experience for the couples as a way of
dealing directly with trust issues, while in-
directly assessing verbal and nonverbal com-
munication styles.

SUMMARY

The activities mentioned above are two of
numerous possibilities for adaptation of ad-
venture activities into counseling groups with
couples or families. The sclection and se-
quencing of activities are at the discretion
of the group counselor, according to his or
her style. We have found it important to ask
ourselves why a particular activity is being
used and to project what the likely outcomes
of that activity will be.

Using adventure activities just to have
something to do during a counseling group
seems not to have the same effect as intro-
ducing activities that have been put in a sys-
tematic sequence for success. Activities
thrown together randomly and followed by
a discussion of what was learned and how
it might be applied does not seem to be as
powerful an experience as strategically in-
troducing leader-designed activities in a se-
quence that seems 1o fit together for the group.

Caution must be exercised by the inex-
perienced counselor who wants only to add
activities to his or her bag of therapeutic
tricks. Some of the adventure activities ex-
plained by Rohnke (1977, 1984) are poten-
tially dangerous if not properly administered.
Training, experience, and experimentation
are necessary before implementing a new
activity with couples or families. The trained
group counselor is also probably more aware
of the many issues involving liability and
litigation when using potentially risky phys-
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ical activities. He or she may be more likely
to have potential group members sign an
informed consent waiver, acknowledging the
possibility of physical injury inherent in such
activities. The novice user of adventure ac-
tivities must be reminded of the possible
physical and professional injury that might
result from negligence on his or her part.
Professional liability insurance policics may
need to be checked to ensure that the coun-
selor is covered while employing indoor and
outdoor adventure activities.
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