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Wilderness therapy programs decline

Therapy

the last year,
widermess therapy programs in at least a decade.

i, Nmber of ouooe youth programs tcensed in Utah by yeor

Today. it's former students
keeping a critical spotlight onpro-
grams, by sharing their personal  ©
experiences in Netflix shows,on !
TikTok and other social media,

and in podcasts and news cov-
erage. Meanwhile, private equi-
ty firms and large corporations
have withdrawn their financial
backing for the industry, and the
two trends have affected bottom f
lines so drastically that some pro- ' 18
grams opted to shut down. 4

With four programs closing in
the last year, Utah now has its
Jowest number of wilderness ther-
apy programs in at least a decade.

The state had, on average, about
11 licensed outdoor youth programs
during a 10-year period that be-
gan in 2013, data from the Depart-
ment of Health and Human Ser-
vices shows, Now, there are just five
youth wilderness programs here.

Aspiro Adventure was the first
to announce its recent closure,
shutting its program down last
April after nearly a decade in the
business. In an email that has been
crculated online, Aspiro’s owners
wrote that “recessionary and eco-
nomic factors,” paired with com-
petition from 30-day inpatien
programs that are covered by in-
surance and negative press have all
contributed to an “untenable finan-
cial position for Aspiro.”

Two months later, in June, Out-
back Therapeutic announced it
was closing. Its owners wrote inan
email posted on Reddit that they were opt-
ing to shut down after the program's execu-
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tive director stepped away. His decision, they
said, came after difficultics he had it

the program through a mmkm
with “increased restrictive regulations, so-
cial climate and i it .

WinGate Wilderness closed next, in Au-
Rgust. And in
Wil

held its last graduation.

Efforts to reach the owners of these pro-
grams were unsuccessful

The Utah programs still operating have far
fewer clients than they are allowed to take,
state records indicate. For RedCliff
Ascent — which has been operating in Utah
for more than 30 years — is

This tension was building just before the
2008 recession — which shuttered some wil-
apy busi ing to Will
White,a h i
lished a book about the history of adventure
and wilderness therapy and hosts the pod-
cast, “Stories from the Field " (He is an advo-
cate for outdoor therapy and founded a pro-
gram in Maine)

the lowest number of youth

A quick search on Tik-
Tok for “wilderness thera-
Py” shows a stream of young
people telling stories about
their experiences. A few say
they were forced to hike in
the desert. One woman de-

Utah'’s wild, 2
backdrop for
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scribed feeling ill and not be-
ing able to drink water, and
told she was lying. Sev- By {ESSICA MILLER
eral detailed the trauma they
say they felt after their par- Utah was the place where wildernessthrapy gotits @
ents hired men to forcibly start in the western United States, then thrifed foryears ~ J
take them from their bed- as it became a multimillion-dollar indusd}. Programs s
rooms in the middle of the took struggling teens from across the coutfvand hiked  w
night to transport them to them through Utah's hot deserts, with theppmise topar-
programs. ents that their approach would fix a childf behavioral s
The negative attention the issues, substance use problems or othermntal health s
wilderness struggles. t
has received has been “hard But some have died in Vi
for programs to " ac- camps, and many programs have been pigued by alle- i
cording'to the Outdoor Be- gations of cruel punishment and abusivegjctics. Inre- ¢
havioral Council. cent years, negative accounts on social m§lia and crit-
Its members are wilderness ical coverage in news media have affected§ottom lines S
ther il o
the country; it was formed Last year, nearly hzdf of Utah's wildefhess campr
in 1996, partly in response closed. And the five that remainfpen appear ¢l
ions of abuse and to be enrolling far fewer young people tha they are li-
the deaths that were occur- censed to ™
ringat that time. The council Here's how wilderness camps rose wp§ Utahand s
says it has worked since then helped spark the “troubled teen” industry{nd the con- ~ w
to implement best troversies that followed. L
and standards for its member
THE START: LARRY DEAN OLSEN P
“The social media and news o Je
media climate around treat A Brigham Young #
ment programs has been one University student from kS
of the biggest. Idaho named Larry ”
the last several years,” the or. Dean Olsen is often cit- k
ganization said in response to ed as the founder of wil-
emailed questions, “and un derness therapy camps A
in the United States. S
the story is being told so pub- In the 1960s, he start-
Ticly. ed leading outings with

When families try to share their positive his classmates, teaching a
experiences, they 're often attacked online, them how to build fires S
hmmnﬁlnﬂ.mmm and shelters and other o
have often not been objective or balanced, techniques they would Al

The council said have had need to endure beingin th

negative ' d'to be heard,” and the wil without A
added that it believes * Usdr stories deserve modern camping equip- [e
to be told and at times change is needed and ment. e
‘welcomed.” He soon began over-

But the council also noted that many of seeing trips that were t
the stories recently shared in the media hap- several days bng Deans de
pened more than two decades ago — and that
some of the questionabie
ed in those reports are what led to the forma- ~ School, accusations of

ncil.

is licensed to take butt
s many as 82 students at one time. Records The industry was hit by private equity ‘they do not adjust their practices and we: ‘that we could. So we'
show it had just eight students duringa Feb-  firms pulling back investments in wilder- + port that they are being challenged * o pe.
ruary 2024 inspection, and only six stodents e said, and Inadvisi Glissmeyer said, "We
were enrolled when licensers visited in Sep- i funded The the media and amy
tmgsﬁn.ndemuan programs that kept going, he said, adapted — families to seek out and speak to carrenmt out there”
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owners of Utah programs still operating. Of
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or former families that are more than will-

approach, better individua:
Theis 2 Butt in recent yeurs.
intense social has started mount-
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From 2008 through 2011, “it was mare of
a slow closure,” White said. “And this time
it's much quicker”

‘This time, the narrative is being
hmmﬂhmm-ﬁ
are now adults, many of whom identify them-
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EMPOWERED TO SPEAK OUT

There's been a societal shift in recent
i the need for




