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The mental health needs of women and children experiencing homelessness are not only complex, but 

often not adequately met due to a high prevalence of mistrust for mental health professionals.  

A majority of women and children experiencing homelessness have experienced complex trauma, are in 

distress and suffer from untreated mental health illness. Cumulative stressors such as high rates of 

exposure to physical and sexual abuse, substance and alcohol abuse, domestic violence, family 

destabilization, chronic medical conditions and untreated emotional disturbance plagues those 

experiencing homelessness. Homeless children are often exposed to high rates of violence and are more 

likely to have excessive school absences than their housed peers, which compromise their academic 

achievement as well as their school adjustment and level of self-esteem (Masten, et al., 1993). All of 

which are critical components to becoming successful and well-adjusted adults.  

Employment and housing are primary goals for those being served in homeless shelters, however, 

simply obtaining these things without addressing the psychological factors that influence and prolong 

homelessness is insufficient in remediating the problem. And yet, due to the level of mistrust in mental 

health professionals, individuals often do not engage in therapeutic services. Therefore, the question 

presented here is:  without engagement in effective therapeutic interventions, how can those 

experiencing homelessness begin to heal, find hope, and work toward self-sustainability?   

Adventure therapy is an innovative intervention which engages clients who are often averse to 

traditional talk therapy. It is the prescriptive use of adventure activities by mental health professionals 

to kinesthetically engage clients on affective, behavioral, and cognitive levels. Adventure therapy 

integrates traditional therapeutic practices, yet differs in that it focuses on the environment and the use 

of eustress to create a novel experience for change (Gass, et al., 2012). Activities such as hiking, rock 

climbing, kayaking and camping all provide an opportunity for clients to have fun, become connected 

with nature, and work toward making positive change in their lives.  



Through adventure therapy clients become active participants in the therapeutic process, rather than 

spectators of possible change (Gass, et al., 2012).  Adventure therapy enhances the counseling 

experience and can help individuals develop trust and respect, increase self-confidence and self-esteem, 

improve problem solving skills, improve communication skills, personal empowerment, and a sense of 

community (Deane & Harre, 2013; Gass, et al., 2012; Allan, et al., 2012; Freeman & Zabriskie, 2002).  

The use of adventure therapy in a natural setting can not only provide enriching therapeutic 

interventions for those experiencing homelessness, but can also provide refuge for women and children 

who are overwhelmed with the reality of having no place to call home. 
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