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 INTERNATIONAL PERSPECTIVES

Mapping the Inner Experience  
of Wilderness
An Organizing Framework

bY PETEr ASHlEY

Wilderness can be a place for human transfor-
mation, with the wilderness experience 
increasingly recognized as being restorative 

and a positive contributor to psychological well-being 
(Talbot and Kaplan 1986; Kaplan and Kaplan 1989; 
Scherl 1989; Harper 1995; Mace et al. 2004; Garg et al. 
2010; Hinds 2011; Ewert et al. 2011; DPIPWE 2014; 
European Wilderness Society 2014). 

Restorative benefits from the wilderness experience 
include tranquility and inner peace (Kaplan and Kaplan 
1989; Cumes 1998); calmness, relaxation, refreshment, 
revitalization (White et al. 2013), and mental and physical 
renewal (Talbot and Kaplan 1986); changes in perception, 
enjoyment, fascination, and sensory awareness (Kaplan and 
Talbot 1983); a sense of wholeness (Kaplan and Kaplan 
1989); self-discovery, confidence, and well-being (Hinds 
2011); self-insight and expansion of the “self” (Kaplan 
and Talbot 1983; Greenway 1995); and personal and 
interpersonal (social) development (Hine et al. 2011). 

While past research confirming the restorative and 
psychological benefits attributable to wilderness experiences 
is persuasive, little work has been done on plotting the 
mechanisms responsible. A coherent and integrated approach 
is needed to advance the field. Identification of possible factors 
would increase our knowledge of the restorative value of 
wilderness and contributes to what Watson (2004) described 
as a new era of public land stewardship – stewarding the 
relationship between people and wilderness. Understanding 
those relationships and their influences allows managers to 
manage for their protection. In this article, a multidimen-
sional conceptual framework is proposed – the wilderness 
experience pathway schema (WEPS) (Figure 1) – potentially 
causal to explaining the “psychological wilderness response.”

The Wilderness Experience 
Pathway Schema (WEPS)
While models have been developed 
to explain the relationship between 
natural areas such as wilderness and 
health, restorative, transformational, 
and spiritual benefits (see for example, 
Ulrich 1983; Fox 1999; Heintzman 
2009a, 2011; Fredrickson and 
Anderson 1999; Ewert et al. 2011; Scannell and Gifford 
2010), no one model fully encapsulates the complex nature of 
the human-environment relationship nor fully illustrates the 
linkages between the parts and the whole within a wilderness 
context. A more inclusive and integrated model is called for, 
such as that offered by the WEPS. 

The multidimensional framework proposed here 
structures possible causal mechanisms for the wilderness 
psychological response and consequent restorative and 
associated benefits via a five-phase sequence of events (Figure 
1). However, some qualifying comments may be useful here 
before proceeding. Spiritual values and benefits, sometimes 
considered analogous to psychological values and benefits 
(e.g., Kaplan and Talbot 1983; Bennett 1994; Johnson 2002; 
Ewert et al. 2011; European Wilderness Society 2014), are 
not dismissed, but the focus of the WEPS is on psycholog-
ically restorative outcomes in the wilderness setting. Likewise, 
conceptual aspects of other fields of research such as leisure 
studies and outdoor and recreation experience may be present, 
but they are beyond the scope of this article. Consequently, 
there may be some cross-pollination between fields in the 
schema. This is almost impossible to avoid (as is the case 
in most models) when overlapping concepts and potential 
variables are squeezed into a diagrammatic representation of 
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the human: environment relationship 
with all its complexities. 

Returning to the five phases 
(Figure 1), the first phase involves 
people’s entry into wilderness: What 
cognitions, expectations, and predis-
positions do we bring with us when 
we arrive? The second phase covers 
the encounter with the wilderness 
setting: How are the wilderness 
characteristics perceived? These two 
phases, collectively, give rise to the 
third phase, arousal of the senses: 
What is stimulated and what are 
the triggers? Acting in concert, the 
preceding three phases produce the 
fourth phase: What is evoked? The 
fifth and final phase represents the 
products of the wilderness experience: 

What outcomes and benefits may be 
expected and when? 

Entry Phase
In the beginning, we come to 
wilderness. While we may leave 
behind our routines and the stresses 
associated with contemporary living 
(Brady 2006) and cultural overstimu-
lation (Greenway 1996), we are far 
from inert. What we bring – our states 
and traits, fears and phobias, predis-
positions, values, value orientations, 
attitudes, and motivations for being 
there – may well influence how we 
perceive wilderness and what we expect 
or want from the trip. 

Thus the characteristics of our 
persona upon arrival “set the scene” 

emotionally and cognitively, even 
behaviorally, and may determine the 
form, strength, and duration of any 
subsequent restorative outcomes by 
either encouraging or inhibiting them. 
What we bring to the wilderness 
(above) as psychometric variables can 
be overlooked in wilderness studies 
tending toward recreation and experi-
ential preferences related to setting 
characteristics, but need to be taken 
into account in order to provide a more 
grounded explanatory framework for 
the psychological response. This is an 
important foundational differentiation 
of the WEPS approach. 

Encounter Phase
We now transition into, or encounter, 
wilderness, this second phase covering 
the biophysical environment – the 
natural setting characteristics including 
the weather. General wilderness 
conditions thought likely to foster 
the psycho-spiritual response include 
conditions of sound and quiet deemed 
essential to maintain the solitude 
and primitive character of wilderness 
(Briggs et al. 2011) and naturalness 
(Dawson and Hendee 2009; Ryan 
et al. 2010). Specific natural setting 
characteristics or interactions with 
them believed to trigger psycho-
spiritual experiences in wilderness 
include physical challenge, wildlife, 
water bodies, geology, vegetation, high 
places, open and expansive or closed-in 
and protected natural areas, and 
environmental quality and integrity or 
naturalness (Fredrickson and Anderson 
1999; McDonald et al. 1989). 

A fundamental issue is the 
uncertainties and even fears relative to 
the weather (Kaplan and Talbot 1983) 
potentially playing a significant role 
in wilderness areas by being an ally or 
antagonist mediating one’s experience 
depending on circumstances (Ashley 
2009). Although wilderness weather 

PAST

PRESENT

FUTURE

1.  We enter the wilderness bringing with us our life 
experiences, beliefs, values, attitudes, behaviors, and 
predispositions. Some may call this “baggage.”

AND...

2.  Encounter the wilderness, including: 
•	 the physical (landforms, topography, extent, biophysical, 

ecological, vegetation)
•	 the elemental (clean air, changes in weather)
•	 change from usual living parameters, being away, 

challenges

THIS AROUSES...

3.  The senses, which are heightened – physical (visual - 
aesthetic beauty and fascination, auditory - quietness, 
olfactory, tactile, gustatory).

THESE ANTECEDENTS COMBINING TO … 

4.  Evoke, at the time, various physical, affective, emotional 
and cognitive responses – place attachment, compat-
ibility, coherence, an opening (mental, transcendental).

LEADING TO...

5.  The creation at the time and also in the future, of 
benefits on the physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual 
planes of existence. Restoration. Growth. Attitude and 
behavioral changes.

Figure 1 – The wilderness experience pathway schema (WEPS). Possible feedback loops have been 
omitted to preserve clarity. (Source: Adapted from Ashley 2009.)
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has been recognized as a contributing 
factor to a spiritual experience, for 
example (Stringer and McAvoy 1992), 
this contribution is more likely to 
apply if the weather is kind, I think. 
But wild country does have an “aura 
of danger,” enough to approach it with 
“humble caution” Graber (1976, p. 12). 
Wilderness may not always be a carpet 
of flowers, it confronts us with “gray 
rainy days, animal-fouled water, perilous 
forests, and deathly dangers” requiring 
attention to all that surrounds us 
(Harper 1995, p. 187) – such confron-
tations and challenges being offered up 
spontaneously and sometimes in great 
number (Cumes 1998). Thus traveling 
in wilderness areas, particularly if 
backpacking on foot, carries a risk that 
one may be presented with significant 
mental and physical challenges 
(McDonald et al. 2009; Kaplan and 
Kaplan 1989), including “moments 
of serious emotional stress” (Harper 
1995, p. 193). It is not to be forgotten 
that well-known Tasmanian wilderness 
photographer Peter Dombrovskis (see 
front cover photograph IJW, April 2006; 
Mittermeier 2005) died in the rugged 
Tasmanian southwest wilderness alone, 
as did his mentor Olegas Truchanas, in 
separate incidents. 

Senses Phase
This third WEPS phase involves the 
role of the five senses in the wilderness 
experience. Kaplan and Talbot 
(1983, p. 177) for example, reported 
that participants in the Outdoor 
Challenge program became more 
aware of their surroundings after a 
few days, noticing clouds, birds, and 
animals and the “smells, sights and 
sounds” of the landscape. Greenway 
(1996, p. 26) has also confirmed that 
in wilderness, “ears, eyes, nose, and 
skin open in wonder, wider and wider, 
colors, smells, and shapes becoming 
more vivid”. Experienced through 

sensation, the effect of the wilderness 
landscape is aptly described by 
Johnson (2002, p. 30):

We enter wilderness with all 
our senses and all our being: 
feeling the rain or breeze; 
smelling its pine and sage; 
hearing the water, the crack 
of lightning; seeing the world 
anew with each shift of light or 
perspective; not least, we know 
in our elemental core how our 
journey has entwined us – our 
comfort and our fate – with 
this landscape. 

To experience the full restorative 
potential of wilderness, Cumes (1998, 
p. 93) has suggested that we need 
to become one with the wilderness 
encounter, to “feel, touch, smell, and 
taste as well as see and hear it,” this 
letting the wilderness in via enlivening 
the senses being a subtly powerful 
and underrated perceptual experience 
(Harper 1995). 

The multifaceted beauty of 
wilderness areas (Cumes 1998) offers 
opportunities for aesthetic pleasure 
(Fox 1999). Aesthetic natural settings 
are not only pleasing to the eye but 
also foster mental-fatigue recovery and 
effective human functioning (Kaplan 
and Kaplan 1989). The aesthetic 
response is triggered by landscapes 
with moderate to high complexity, 
structural properties displaying 
patterns and a focal point, moderate to 
high level of visual depth or openness, 
homogenous and mobility-attracting 
surfaces, water features, and those that 
appear to be unthreatening (Ulrich 
1983). More specifically, the study of 
McDonald et al. (2009) found that 
the aesthetic quality of the wilderness 
landscape was the most important 
of seven themes in triggering peak 
experiences for participants, notably 

sunlight, late afternoon sunsets, forests, 
mountains, wildlife, and valleys. These 
visual cues, along with watching 
clouds and the movement of leaves 
in the wind and other sensory stimuli 
such as sounds and smells (Cumes 
1998), may account for restorative and 
transcendent experiences in natural 
settings (Williams and Harvey 2001).

Evocation Phase
This fourth phase accounts for the 
physical, affective, and cognitive 
reactions to the previous two 
trigger phases. 

After spending some time in 
wilderness, a feeling may arise, a sense 
that we are not strangers or outsiders 
but instead belong there, a feeling 
that we are “at home” (Harper 1995, 
p. 187), Greenway (1996, p. 27) 
confirming that such an articulation by 
his study participants was an indication 
they were transitioning or “crossing 
into wilderness psychologically as well 
as physically.” Our perception of time 
and space may also radically shift, 
people reporting a sense of timelessness 
as they become more attuned to natural 
rhythms, creating an opening for 
new experiences through “the natural 
dynamics of wilderness” (Greenway 
1995, p. 130). In their study, Williams 
and Harvey (2001) found that a sense 
of timelessness was one of the charac-
teristics of a transcendent experience in 
forests, for example. Dreams may also 
change. A Greenway (1995) finding 
was that after three or four days in 
wilderness, 82% of respondents 
reported that the content of their 
dreams changed from urban or busy 
scenarios at the beginning of the trip to 
those about wilderness or their group. 

With feelings of connection and 
oneness being recognized as part 
of a wilderness spiritual experience 
(Fox 1999; Stringer and McAvoy 
1992), McDonald et al. (2009) also 
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found that feelings of connection or 
belonging to wilderness, of being at 
one with wilderness, helped trigger 
peak experiences. But it can be about 
connection with other people too, 
through the sharing of leisure pursuits 
(Heintzman 2009b). Where there 
is a good fi t between an individual 
and whatever (recreational) pursuits 
are being undertaken in wilderness – 
whether high-risk adventure such as 
climbing (Figure 2) or more sedate 
pursuits such as photography – and if 
one feels at ease doing them, this “state 
of mind” becomes an important aspect 
of refl ection (Kaplan and Kaplan 1989, 
p. 200). 

Benefi ts Phase
Th e simple act of going into 
wilderness “can have profound healing 
consequences” (Cumes 1998, p. 34), 
wilderness being a physically and 
mentally diff erent place away from 
the usual pressures and concerns of 
everyday existence (Schmidt and 
Little 2007; McDonald et al. 2009). 
Th is awayness can contribute to 
spiritual experiences in wilderness 
(Heintzman 2009b), and along with 
aesthetics (senses phase), was found by 

McDonald et al. (2009) to be the most 
infl uential of seven themes in triggering 
peak or transcendent experiences in 
wilderness. Th e Tasmanian Parks and 
Wildlife Service (1999, p. 25) confi rms 
that the (Tasmanian) wilderness 
experience can be “therapeutic and 
character–building,” with the results 
of a Canadian wilderness river rafting 
study supporting the psychologically 
restorative potential of wilderness 
(Garg et al. 2010).

Following analysis of the trip 
journals of participants in the Outdoor 
Challenge program, Kaplan and Talbot 
(1983, p. 192) found a progression of 
responses to wilderness or “temporal 
landmarks,” indicating that benefi cial 
eff ects tend to accumulate over 
the duration of a wilderness trip 
of around seven days. Based on 
fascination, coherence, and compat-
ibility as primary factors, participants 
felt invigorated and refreshed, more 
self-confi dent and tranquil, better 
able to contemplate their future goals 
and priorities, had experiences of awe 
and wonder leading to “thoughts 
about spiritual meanings and eternal 
processes” (Kaplan and Talbot 1983, 
p. 178), and took “a more proactive 
stance toward the environment at least 
personally” (p. 195). Similarly, where 
events in wilderness may be adjudged 
as spiritually inspirational and thus 
temporally immediate, subsequent 

benefi ts off -site could lead to “a more 
psychologically-balanced state of being 
and environmentally-sound way of 
being in the world” (Fredrickson and 
Anderson 1999, p. 23).

Signifi cantly, the testing nature of 
the wilderness landscape (encounter 
phase) can off er infi nite rewards, as 
facing and overcoming the physical 
and mental challenges it often presents 
can stimulate or trigger positive and 
profound feelings contributing to 
spiritual experiences (Stringer and 
McAvoy 1992) and otherwise improving 
one’s psychological well-being (Kaplan 
1995; Fredrickson and Anderson 1999; 
Williams and Harvey 2001; Ulrich 
et al. 1991; Schmidt and Little 2007; 
Kirchhoff  and Vicenzotti 2014; Cumes 
1998; Hine et al. 2011; McDonald et 
al. 2009).

Framework Testing
Th e WEPS assumes that there may be 
some overlap in the fi ve phases, but 
they may also be separate. Furthermore, 
progress “through” the phases may not 
necessarily be unidirectional, although 
the fi rst phase (wilderness entry states 
and traits) is expected to have universal 
applicability and be the fi rst order phase 
regardless. It is also possible that some 
people may not necessarily experience 
each of the four remaining phases, while 
others may experience them all and 
simultaneously (Ashley 2009), or in a 
diff erent order, with pathways being 
less a reductionist linear progression 
and more cyclic in practice due to the 
complexity (Fredrickson and Anderson 
1999; Heintzman 2009a) and 
multidimensionality of the wilderness 
experience. It is also acknowledged that 
diff erent types of wildernesses, setting 
characteristics, activities, and such 
like may also infl uence experiences. 
Consequently, the WEPS as proposed 
will need to be validated. 

“While past research 
confi rming the restorative 

and psychological 
benefi ts attributable to 

wilderness experiences 
is persuasive, little 

work has been done on 
plotting the mechanisms 

responsible.”

Figure 2 – A happy soul – compatibility 
exemplifi ed. The author’s son climbing in the 
Andes. Photo by James Ashley. 
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Implications for Wilderness 
Management
The WEPS has the potential to 
inform wilderness management 
processes. However, we cannot 
foster people’s immanent experiences 
of wilderness directly – that is in 
their hands – but we can foster 
the conditions conducive to those 
experiences, or at least thought likely 
to do so, by creating opportunities for 
experiences such as for solitude (Cole 
2011). It might also be more about 
the choices that visitors make when in 
wilderness than management actions 
together with the knowledge and 
understanding managers have of the 
possibility of or potential for psycho-
spiritual outcomes (Heintzman 
2011). The WEPS may help increase 
such knowledge and understanding. 

Practically, managers need to 
know “what they are managing for” 
(Cole 2011, p. 69). By focusing on 
the encounter, sensory awareness, 
and evocations phases in this 
section, the WEPS could provide 
this direction, although it really gets 
down to what managers can control 
or not (Cole 2004). 

In the encounter phase, then, 
wilderness conditions thought likely 
to foster psycho-spiritual experiences 
include the relative absence of 
development (Heintzman 2011) and 
naturalness (Dawson and Hendee 2009; 
Ryan et al. 2010). This is achievable by 
reducing management infrastructure 
such as roads (Ashley 2009) and 
maintaining and restoring ecosystems, 
for example. Tracks could be routed to 
take advantage of particular landscape 
features such as wildlife, water bodies, 
geology, vegetation, and high places 
(Fredrickson and Anderson 1999; 
McDonald et al. 1989). And with Cole 
(2004) counting the social setting as a 
setting attribute, managers can control 
the extent, amount, and type of use – 

although visitor behavior less so, this 
social aspect having the potential to 
influence the restorative potential of 
wilderness in one way or another. 

As to sensory aspects, conditions 
subject to management actions include 
sound and quiet deemed essential to 
maintain the solitude and primitive 
character of wilderness (Briggs et al. 
2011). Contra-indicators include 
human-sourced noise and ambient 
stressors such as air pollution causing 
haze and visibility problems. Scenic 
vistas obscured by air pollution may 
have consequences that are “heavily 
psychological,” indicating annoyance, 
stress, and depression (Mace et al. 
2004, p. 7). Experiences can also be 
compromised by noise from overflying 
aircraft, motorized snow vehicles and 
watercraft, and off-road vehicles in 
wilderness areas (Mace et al. 2004). 
Managers can protect viewsheds by 
controlling fire (as much as possible), 
and therefore smoke, and in terms of 
sound, by limiting the noise signatures 
of motorized conveyances, including 
overflying aircraft. Development of 
a soundscape management plan for 
some areas based on acoustical data 
would improve the visitor experience 
and general ecosystem health (Briggs et 
al. 2011).

Finally, the evoke phase is 
less subject to direct management 
control. The creation of place 
attachment meanings (e.g., love of 
place, feeling at home, being in place), 
respect for nature and wilderness, 
and development of an environ-
mental/wilderness ethic expected 
in the evoke phase, are largely in 
the hands of visitors. However, it is 
not beyond the realm of possibility 
that managers might influence these 
sorts of expressions, which, by the 
way, may well accord with their own 
values anyway. A helpful and caring 
attitude toward place, people, and 

wildlife by managers; the manner in 
which their duties are undertaken; 
teamwork; and their passion, for 
example, may help shape visitors’ 
evocations should they be noticed by 
visitors at the time or subsequently. 

Conclusion
When we are in wilderness we embark 
on two journeys – the outer and the 
inner. While both are entwined, this 
article is essentially about the latter. 
The context is the demystification and 
clarification of the human response 
considered causal to restorative and 
other beneficial well-being outcomes. 
This article identifies the underlying 
precepts of the human psychological 
response to wilderness and organizes 
them into a multidimensional 
framework and schema. As such, it 
takes steps toward filling a gap in 
the environmental psychology and 
wilderness literature. Further research 
and framework testing in practical 
domains would be expected to provide 
additional support (or not) for the 
WEPS structure and nuance the 
elements within each phase and their 
role. As the pace of the world becomes 
progressively speedier and as rates of 
mental distress and dis-ease increase, 
wilderness offers a place of refuge 
from the vicissitudes of modern life. A 
powerful “catalyst for change” (Ashley 
2012, p. 8), if you wanted to stop the 
world and get off, you would probably 
want to alight into wilderness.
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