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ABSTRACT 

Youth mental health in Aotearoa New Zealand is declining. Current approaches to address this decline 
focus on illness management and pharmaceutical interventions, despite much evidence suggesting 
lifestyle-based, culturally responsive strategies may better wellbeing. Families are increasingly time-
poor, digital engagement is rising, and youth spend less time outdoors than ever before, particularly 
young females. The worrying statistics for females have been exacerbated through a phone-based 
upbringing and a withdrawal from health-enhancing nature spaces. These negative trends highlight the 
need for responsive, accessible, and culturally grounded wellbeing initiatives. 
  
This study develops and evaluates a female-only, school-based surfing programme grounded in Te 
Whare Tapa Whā and positive psychology principles. Surfing was selected as a place-responsive activity 
that leverages local blue spaces and fosters connection to te taiao (the natural environment), while 
promoting physical, social, emotional, and spiritual wellbeing. The programme created a model, suitable 
for replication, to foster wellbeing among young wāhine-females.  
  
Data were gathered using a mixed methods approach. Two quantitative surveys - the Hua Oranga and 
Mental Health Continuum- Short Form (MHC-SF) - were used as pre- and post-programme measures. 
In addition, lived experiences were captured through semi-structured interviews with participants 
conducted at the beginning, mid-point, and end of the programme, with final interviews several months 
later. Journal entries from the researcher and participants were also included. 
 
A Wilcoxon signed-rank test was used to analyse quantitative data. Key findings found that all four taha 
from the Hua Oranga survey showed statistically significant improvements, with an overall effect size of 
r = .91.  MHC-SF overall scores improved significantly (M = 9.63, SD = 6.81, p = .042, r = .74), with 50% 
of participants moving into the “flourishing” category post-intervention. Consistently large effect sizes 
suggested that the surfing programme produced meaningful shifts in wellbeing. 
 
The qualitative results reinforce existing evidence on the benefits of nature and blue spaces, highlighting 
the importance of connection to self, others, and the environment. Participants reported increased 
confidence, sense of belonging, and emotional balance, alongside a deeper appreciation of the ocean 
and its restorative qualities. 
 
The discussion provides evidence of surfing and the ocean as wellbeing enhancers in addition to the 
documented benefits of rehabilitation-focused interventions. This research contributes to understanding 
how place-responsive, nature-based programmes can foster flourishing in youth and mitigate the 
impacts of modern stressors such as social media and sedentary lifestyles. 
  
The thesis concludes with practical implications, including a guideline for developing a place-responsive, 
nature-based wellbeing programme for schools. This research makes an original and substantive 
contribution to the body of knowledge in the area of youth wellbeing, ultimately offering a template for 
schools to adapt. This research offers a pathway for reframing youth mental health not as a problem to 
be treated, but rather as a potential to be nurtured through connections, care, and nature.  

Please Note 

Aotearoa New Zealand has three official languages of English, Māori and New Zealand Sign Language. 
For this thesis, there is some use of te reo Māori (Māori language) throughout. The kupu, or words, will 
be used in both English and Māori initially, and from there on, either language may be used. A full 
glossary of Māori terms is available in the appendices. 



 

Chapter 1 Introduction 

Rationale and Significance of the Study 

Take care of our children. Take care of what they hear, take care of what they see,  
take care of what they feel. For how the children grow, so will the shape of Aotearoa.  

- Dame Whina Cooper (1895-1994) 
 

Being a ‘kiwi kid’ in Aotearoa, New Zealand, means growing up against a backdrop of one of 

the most beautiful countries in the world. However, looming beneath the maunga 

(mountains), in our deep roto (lakes) and our swiftly moving awa (rivers), the negative mental 

health outcomes of youth remind us that the beauty of our country may only be skin deep. As 

a prominent Māori leader and tireless advocate for equity and social justice, Dame Whina 

Cooper’s words serve as a compelling reminder that youth wellbeing is foundational for 

shaping a resilient and flourishing Aotearoa.  

 

In line with global trends, rapid societal change has impacted the lifestyle and habits of many 

New Zealand youth, contributing to a changing health and wellbeing landscape. Modern-day 

living has taken a toll on physical and mental health outcomes, with a reduction in physical 

activity, sleep, and embodied social interactions coupled with an increase in poor nutrition 

choices (Hidaka, 2012). This has led Hidaka (2012) to suggest that mental illnesses such as 

depression and anxiety are diseases of modernity and are therefore often preventable. There 

is a raft of factors that have contributed to the reduction in wellbeing, such as the increase in 

the use of digital and social media, paired with a reduction in unstructured free time and 

variable parental involvement (Calin et al., 2021; Menzies et al., 2020; Nesi, 2020). In 

Western societies, Louv (2005) observed a broad withdrawal from time spent outside, 

meaning youth are encountering a loss of connection with nature that was fundamental in 

previous generations upbringings. This loss of connection, termed by Louv (2005) as nature 

deficit disorder, has in part led to a generation who are less socially and environmentally 

connected, as well as being less physically and emotionally healthy than their parents 

(McAnally et al., 2018; NZARE, 2018).  

 

Spending time in nature has been shown to enhance wellbeing in different ways, such as 

inducing positive emotions, buffering against stress, and enhancing social connections 

(Barton & Pretty, 2010, 2010; Capaldi et al., 2014; DeVille et al., 2021). As well as these 

positive personal impacts, time in nature also acts to connect humans to their environment 

and enhance a sense of belonging. The reduction in unstructured outdoor time has led many 
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youth to lose awareness of local outdoor spaces and the activities available to them, 

decreasing their sense of environmental stewardship (DeVille et al., 2021).  

 

In Aotearoa New Zealand, the term kaitiakitanga, or guardianship, refers to humans’ 

relationship with nature and our responsibility to preserve it for future generations from a 

Māori worldview (Roberts et al., 1995). When we spend time in nature, either in stillness or 

doing an activity, we are more likely to take on the role of environmental steward for that 

place (Britton & Foley, 2021; Georgiou et al., 2021). In The Biophilia Hypothesis, Robert 

Ulrich suggests we have a positive emotional response to nature due to our parallel 

evolution, akin to growing up together (Ulrich, 1993), highlighting natures potential to 

contribute positively to human wellbeing.  

 

According to the Youth19 Rangatahi Smart Survey, the number of New Zealand youth who 

report good emotional wellbeing has dropped significantly in the last 20 years (Fleming et al., 

2020). The impact of this has resulted in a reduction in the number of young people who can 

cope with everyday stressors, and an increase in the likelihood of 15-24 year-olds having 

long-term psychological issues such as anxiety and depression (Menzies et al., 2020). 

Fleming et al. (2020) found that young wāhine (females) were over-represented in indicators 

of negative mental health outcomes. According to this research, “more wāhine reported 

significant depression symptoms (29%) than males (17%)” (Fleming et al., 2020, p. 2). The 

survey showed young females with significant depressive symptoms rose from 14.5% to 

28.9% in the period from 2001 to 2019, while reported suicide attempts were at a worrying 

7.3% in 2019. The 2024 World Happiness Report (WHR-24) also showed that females in 

New Zealand have more negative thoughts than males across all age groups, with females 

under thirty years of age reporting experiencing one-third more negative emotions than 

males (World Happiness Report, 2024). The research (Fleming et al., 2020; World 

Happiness Report, 2024) indicates that a high number of young women are diagnosed with 

mental illness, and they generally have poorer mental health outcomes. In response to this, 

frameworks such as positive psychology offer strength-based approaches that aim not only 

to prevent illness, but to promote flourishing and emotional wellbeing (Gable & Haidt, 2005; 

Seligman, 2010). 

 

Throughout my twenty-plus-year career in secondary school education in New Zealand, I 

have gained firsthand knowledge of the societal landscape youth are exposed to. The 

complexities of New Zealand society largely mirror those of other Western countries such as 

Canada, Australia, and England (Eckersley, 2006). However, when informed by mātauranga 

Māori (Māori knowledge), New Zealand culture offers a distinctive and rich perspective. I 

identify as both Māori and Pākeha (New Zealander of European descent), with whakapapa 
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linking me to early Irish settlers and Māori ancestry. Through this bicultural lens, I understand 

that humans’ relationship with nature is considered both reciprocal and highly protective. In 

Māoridom, tikanga refers to ways of behaving and interacting with others, and while the term 

is indigenous, the underlying concept is not exclusive to Māori. Many cultural concepts, such 

as Kaitiakitanga (guardianship over, and our relationship with the environment), are used 

commonly within the New Zealand Curriculum (2022). Over my career, as an outdoor 

educator through to deputy principal, I have seen the negative consequences of reduced 

physical activity and outdoor time and an increase in poor health behaviours. Young females 

have similar negative outcomes as their male counterparts yet also have unique 

circumstances that alter their experiences and opportunities. The impetus for this thesis is to 

support female youth in connecting with the outdoors and sharing positive psychology 

strategies for enhancing and strengthening their own wellbeing, using nature as a strong 

buffer against current negative outcomes.  

The concept of flourishing  

In contrast to enhancing wellbeing, mental wellbeing often focuses on ‘deficits’ (i.e. illness as 

opposed to wellbeing), however, newer discourses have arisen with a focus on how we might 

enhance positive outcomes and come to flourish. In contrast to mental illness, Martin 

Seligman, a leader in positive psychology, defines flourishing as having the five key 

characteristics of positive emotion, engagement, relationships, meaning, and 

accomplishment, or PERMA (Seligman, 2011). The literature exploring negative experiences 

of mental health is comprehensive, but there appears to be less focus in the literature on 

young females struggling to attain a positive outlook, or who may be thought of as not having 

the opportunity to flourish. 

 

Nature has the potential to be part of the wellbeing solution and support flourishing. The 

benefits of time spent in blue and green spaces are profound and increasingly well 

documented, and are shown to produce an ongoing protective element to health and 

wellbeing (Capaldi et al., 2014; Hunter et al., 2019; Twohig-Bennett & Jones, 2018). To 

compound the positive impact of time spent in nature, it has been found that the physical 

activity completed in natural settings is even more beneficial for human flourishing (Turecek 

et al., 2025).  

Positioning females ‘out’ of the outdoors 

Young females have been impacted by parallel oppositional forces that work to keep them 

from accessing wellbeing enhancing nature spaces. The emergence of “stranger danger” 

phenomenon in the 1970s (Wodda, 2018) cultivated an ongoing fear of victimisation of 

females, the solution of which was to remain in the safety of the indoors, avoiding the 
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apparently inherent dangers of the outdoors (Scott, 2003). The recent high prevalence of 

social media use has seen curated images guiding females in constructing a reality built from 

what are often unrealistic and unreliable sources (Leonhardt & Overå, 2021; Office of the 

Surgeon General, 2023a). Constructivist theory (Ankers et al., 2023; Horwitz, 2022) posits 

that when reality is socially constructed, it is often driven by the most powerful social force in 

deciding what’s ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’; in this case, the power belongs with social media 

(Borch-Jacobsen, 2009; Horwitz, 2022). Females are gaining an understanding of where 

they belong, and don’t, from the predominantly external inputs and social forces of social 

media. The result of these powerful forces is the disconnection of young wāhine from the 

outdoors, both physically and psychologically, as both safety and digital culture shape their 

understanding of where they belong (Parsons & Halstead, 2022). 

 

Since its inception, the proliferation of the smartphone in youth culture has had an impact on 

mental health (Calin et al., 2021). The U.S. Surgeon General released findings from a 

longitudinal study that found youth who spent more than 3.5 hours per day on social media 

doubled their risk of anxiety and depression (Office of the Surgeon General, 2023b). New 

Zealand youth spend an average of 42 hours a week on devices, one of the highest rates in 

the world, and females spend much of this time on social media (Cullen, Marsh, et al., 2024; 

Cullen, Muntz, et al., 2024). Despite arguably having access to one of the most beautiful 

countries in the world, time on devices is crowding out other activities, such as having 

synchronous, real-time, in-person, physical outdoor experiences.  

 

By the time they are teenagers young females in Aotearoa are less likely than males to 

participate in physical activity or sport (Sport New Zealand - Ihi Aotearoa, 2023). Young 

females are most at risk of reduced free play, according to Parson and Halstead (2022), as 

they begin to construct their role in physical activity, free play and the outdoors from a very 

early age. There are factors at every stage of a female’s life that contribute to the overall 

message they receive about outdoor play and physical activity experiences. Gendered play 

is seen from a young age in primary school playgrounds, and young females also encounter 

older female ‘gatekeepers’ more likely to share negative experiences or views on the 

outdoors, all contributing to a female’s belief as to whether they should be in the outdoors 

themselves (Parsons & Halstead, 2022). Females are less likely to see female role models in 

these blue and green spaces, which adds to their construct of whether they belong there and 

what they should be doing in these spaces (Evans et al., 2020; R. Pearson et al., 2025). 

Zhou et al. (2024) found that physical activity can support females towards flourishing, 

helping to induce positive feelings, meaning, accomplishment and engagement, especially 

when engaged in the outdoors. When females are restricted, by self or other forces, in their 
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outdoor endeavours, they reduce their exposure to the health-enhancing and stress-reducing 

impacts and the additional ongoing benefits that lifelong positive habits can provide. 

Purpose and Scope of the Study 

In response to the rising rates of anxiety and depression, and general low emotional 

wellbeing of Aotearoa New Zealand's female youth, this study aims to investigate the impact 

of a challenging outdoors-based programme in providing mental health promotion strategies 

and awareness of factors that impact overall wellbeing. The age group categorised as youth 

is defined by the World Health Organisation, aged 15-24 years (Adolescent Health - SEARO, 

2025). The literature reveals that youth are impacted by reduced emotional wellbeing and 

resilience to daily stressors, with negative mental health outcomes most prevalent in this age 

bracket (World Happiness Report, 2024). There is much less research on the salutogenic or 

protective impact of providing nature-based, challenging outdoor activities to youth and 

understanding the impact of this on wellbeing outcomes. Positive psychology practices 

support the notion that embodied experiences can bolster us in finding meaning, 

engagement and accomplishment, and can assist us toward flourishing and fulfilment in our 

lives (Seligman, 2010, 2011). Strategies to increase our ability to flourish include mindful 

practices, accomplishing challenging activities, and improving our connection to others and 

the environment. Young females are the focus of this study because, as highlighted, they are 

particularly impacted by a reduction in physical activities and use of outdoor environments, 

which restricts their ability to flourish. The choice of focus on young females is based on my 

concerns, as an educator, realising that young women need more kinds of support from the 

school system. 

 

This research is a case study focused on a place-responsive (Wattchow & Brown, 2011) 

learn to surf programme with adolescent females aged 15-16 years. The measurement of the 

impact of the programme was on overall wellbeing. Whilst the context is learning via the 

challenging outdoor activity of surfing, the broader programme included elements of social 

wellbeing, kotahitanga (unity or togetherness), environmental awareness and kaitiakitanga 

(guardianship). The impact of the programme was measured quantitatively through data from 

two surveys, and qualitatively through participant journalling and interviews. 

 

As research into human health increasingly stretches beyond managing illness and into 

areas that promote wellbeing, the concept of prescribing nature and nature-based activities, 

such as surfing, is being investigated at the practitioner level (Juster-Horsfield & Bell, 2021). 

Several intervention-type surfing programmes exist in New Zealand, such as One Wave 

(Fluro Friday, n.d.) and Surfing for Farmers (Beautrais, 2018), and are mirrored globally, such 

as in England’s The Wave Project (Britton et al., 2020; The Wave Project, 2025). However, 
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as we increasingly understand the profound impacts of blue spaces, through an outdoor 

activity such as surfing, the impact of these as both protective and enhancing of wellness is 

less well researched. In a range of studies surfing has been described by participants as 

providing balance and a sense of identity in life (Fuchs & Schomer, 2007), providing self-

management and self-improvement (Wheaton et al., 2017), opportunities to be ‘present’ 

(Wheaton et al., 2020), and an ability to slow down and be mindful (Fox et al., 2021). The 

benefits of being mindful, or being present in the moment, are increased positive emotions 

and emotional regulation, and the potential to relate to others more positively (Davis & 

Hayes, 2011; Hulsheger et al., 2012). The more obvious benefits that surfing provides to 

physical health may be vastly outweighed by the emotional and spiritual experiences of its 

participants.   

 

The aim of this research was to: 

• Develop an evidence-based, place-responsive outdoors programme that positively 

impacts the emotional wellbeing of young wāhine.  

• Provide participants with the opportunity to better understand the factors that 

influence their hauora and personal wellbeing.  

• Examine lifestyle-based strategies where young wāhine experience resilience and 

growth in a positive, challenging environment. 

• Equip participants with knowledge to develop sustainable models of outdoor activity 

that support long-term mental health and flourishing. 

• Offer non-pharmaceutical approaches to mental and emotional wellbeing for 

professionals working with adolescent females.  

 

The ten weeks learn to surf programme was developed by the researcher and facilitated by 

senior female students from the same kura (school) as the participants. The student 

facilitators were experienced surfers and surf lifeguards who compete as athletes in their 

sport, while the surf lifeguards also volunteer on the local beaches. The researcher was 

present at each session of the programme, and a full safety management plan was in place. 

The student facilitators were able to use the ninety minutes per week to contribute towards 

their required time as part of the school’s community service project.  

 

This study draws on Te Whare Tapa Whā (Durie, 1984) as an Indigenous model of wellbeing, 

with the understanding that many youths can identify with this framework through its use in 

the New Zealand Health and Physical Education curriculum (Ministry of Education, 2007). 

Participants were able to measure their wellbeing against the four wellbeing domains of Te 

Whare Tapa Whā. The domains or taha (sides/aspects) are taha wairua/spiritual wellbeing, 

taha whānau/social wellbeing, taha hinengaro/emotional wellbeing, and taha tinana/physical 
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wellbeing. This model of wellbeing is representative of the Māori concept of Hauora, roughly 

translated as holistic wellbeing. The Hua Oranga (Kingi & Durie, 2000) wellbeing 

measurement tool, which uses the language of Te Whare Tapa Whā, was used as a 

quantitative measurement tool for data collection. A second measurement tool, the Mental 

Health Continuum - Short Form (MHC-SF) (Keyes, 2002) was used as a survey. The two 

measurement tools were both completed by the research participants pre- and post-

programme to identify their subjective wellbeing.  

 

The surf programme was underpinned by a place-responsive approach to outdoor activities 

(Wattchow & Brown, 2011), where localised and accessible options were used. A place-

responsive approach created a framework for a low-cost, low-risk activity that could be 

facilitated using the expertise of the researcher and with senior students as facilitators. As 

well as providing a surfing programme for the research participants, this thesis aims to 

develop a template for a localised outdoors-based programme. The hope is that the 

framework developed would be contextualised for other areas in Aoteaora New Zealand. 

Some examples of where the framework could be applied to other challenging outdoor 

activities could be tramping/hiking in our native forests, stand-up paddleboarding on our 

lakes, or mountain biking on local trails. 

Research Questions Informing this Thesis 

This research was guided by the following questions, framed to support the aims of the 

thesis and inform practice. 

• What positive shifts in hauora are experienced by participants during a place-

responsive outdoor programme? 

• How does participation in a place-responsive outdoor programme influence 

participants’ sense of kaitiakitanga?  

• In what ways does the programme help participants identify and apply personal 

strategies for mental wellbeing?  

• How does participation in the programme impact positive psychology constructs? (For 

this research, Martin Seligman’s PERMA model is used, identifying the elements of 

Positive Emotions, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Accomplishment as 

integral to human flourishing (Seligman, 2010)) 

• What elements of the programme do participants identify as the most impactful for 

their emotional wellbeing and ongoing mental health?  

The Chapters 

This section provides an overview of each chapter, as a guide to the structure and focus of 

each section. It provides a rationale for each chapter and how they contribute to 
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understanding current negative youth mental health outcomes, and the role of nature-based 

outdoor activity in enhancing youth wellbeing. 

Chapter 1 Literature review  

The literature review takes a journey through youth mental health outcomes in Aotearoa New 

Zealand, the factors impacting these, and a snapshot of the changing world youth are 

exposed to. The intent is to provide an understanding of the current negative mental health 

outcomes occurring in Aotearoa New Zealand. In the literature review, I introduce the 

concept of flourishing, and how positive psychology models can impact participation. 

 

The various inputs that impact New Zealand youth are exposed, including withdrawal from 

free play, and the impact of changing family dynamics. There is a closer investigation into 

female-specific factors, including social forces within social media and the social acceptance 

of females in physical activity and outdoor spaces. This section highlights the important role 

nature can have on enhancing wellbeing, and how females have withdrawn from 

engagement in these spaces. 

 

I then move through a comprehensive review of the profound impacts that exposure to green 

and blue nature spaces can have on human health. There is specific research into blue 

spaces and surfing as an activity, with an outline of some existing programmes that primarily 

focus on rehabilitation. This helps to highlight the lack of research into programmes with a 

focus on protective positive psychology mental health elements. 

 

The Te Whare Tapa Whā model of wellbeing is introduced as a framework for categorising 

factors that impact youth wellbeing. This Indigenous Māori health model was developed in 

1984 and outlines a unified or holistic understanding of wellbeing (Rochford, 2004). The 

model features four taha, or walls, of a whare (house) as four equal and interconnected 

aspects of human health, each supporting and integral to the other.  

Chapter 2 Methodology 

This thesis firmly places mental health as a constructed notion with the perspective that our 

mental health is socially constructed by societal norms and expectations (Ankers et al., 

2023). Within this approach, the intention is to discover the meanings assigned by the 

participants to their experiences within the programme by gathering their interpretations 

through interviews. 

 

The case study surfing programme was developed through a place-responsive lens, where 

experiences are localised, low cost, low risk, and use the expertise of the researcher 



 9 

(Wattchow & Brown, 2011). The all-female environment created a non-competitive, inclusive 

space focused on personal growth and accomplishment, as well as important role modelling 

of older females in leadership roles (Culp, 1998; Evans et al., 2020). 

 

The surfing programme participants are introduced as a group of Year eleven (15-16 years 

old) who were recruited from the local school/kura. The programme was ten weeks in 

duration, with a surfing session for 90 minutes once a week. Sessions were scheduled during 

non-curriculum study periods to ensure students did not miss any regular classroom learning 

time.  

 

A mixed methods approach combined the clarity of quantitative data with the stories of the 

participants. Two surveys were used to measure subjective wellbeing at the beginning of, 

and immediately after the surfing programme. The Hua Oranga is a 5-point Likert scale 

survey measuring the four taha of Hauora on a scale of ‘extremely good’ to ‘very bad’. As 

mentioned, this tool uses the language of Te Whare Tapa Whā, which participants were 

familiar with. 

 

The Mental Health Continuum-Short Form (MHC-SF) is a 6-point Likert scale, with indicators 

from ‘Never’ to ‘Every day’. The MHC-SF ultimately places participants within a category of 

‘flourishing’, ‘moderate’ or ‘languishing’ mental health. The MHC-SF has been validated 

through use in various studies (Keyes, 2007), and the reduced 14-question form enables 

better understanding by youth. 

 

Qualitative data was gathered through interviews and journals. Two focus group interviews 

were conducted, one at the start and once after the surfing programme. These were about 40 

minutes long, and all nine participants attended. Each participant was also interviewed 

individually twice. The first time was several weeks into the ten-week programme, and the 

final one was six months after the programme concluded. The interviews all followed a semi-

structured guide of questions, with the final individual interviews focusing on any shifts in 

wellbeing indicated from the surveys. 

Chapter 3 Data analysis 

The qualitative data is unpacked through a comprehensive thematic analysis coupled with 

statistical data gained from the surveys. The data is analysed using the four taha of Te 

Whare Tapa Whā as parent, or deductive codes. The transcribed interview data contributed a 

rich narrative to each round of results presented in the findings. These are supported by the 

researcher’s own weekly journal and participant journal entries, with direct quotes presented 

to demonstrate support of the themes. 
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The quantitative survey data was analysed manually using NUMIQO software, specifically 

the Wilcoxon signed-rank test. The non-parametric test was chosen to compare the pre- and 

post-test scores and determine whether there were any statistical differences between them, 

and if so, the direction of change.  

Chapter 4 Discussion 

The discussion opens with an overview of the findings. The emerging core themes were 

framed using the four taha of Te Whare Tapa Whā as deductive themes, with further 

inductive insights emerging. The language of positive psychology, specifically the PERMA 

model, (Seligman, 2011) was used to develop these subthemes and capture the nuances 

within each domain of wellbeing.  

 

The five key themes follow the participants’ journey through the learn to surf programme, as 

they developed a more complex and nuanced understanding of their own holistic wellbeing. 

Their experiences and growth are framed against current literature, contributing evidence 

further to support the wellbeing-enhancing properties of nature and blue spaces. 

 

The findings are brought together to suggest a place-responsive, holistic framework for 

schools to use as a template for their own wellbeing programme. The intention is for schools 

to use this within their context and ‘place’, providing opportunities to explore local areas and 

activities. 

Chapter 5 Conclusion 

The final chapter outlines the overall impact of the research and new evidence gained to 

contribute to the growing body of research on wellbeing and blue spaces. The implications 

outline how agency, and equity and sustainability can address existing barriers within 

wellbeing practices. Evidence-based recommendations for those working with youth are 

presented, with the intent that they can be employed by those within the education sector 

and beyond. Final thoughts are guided by the experiences of the participants, with insights 

around holistic wellbeing, and the role of nature in our potential to flourish. 

 
 

 



 11 

Chapter 2 Literature Review 

Introduction: The land of the long ‘grey’ cloud 

The Māori name for New Zealand is Aotearoa, translated as the land of the long white cloud. 

However, it could be argued that a dull grey cloud of poor mental health covers much of our 

land instead. It's difficult to ignore the alarming rates of negative mental health statistics 

across the world, with the World Health Organisation (WHO) estimating that 1 in 4 people will 

be impacted by poor mental health in their lives (WHO, 2022). The population of Aotearoa 

New Zealand, are not immune to this, with adults following a similar trajectory as the rest of 

the world, but it is youth who continue to prominently feature in our negative mental health 

outcomes (Fleming et al., 2020; Menzies et al., 2020).  

 

The WHO’s definition of mental health is a state of mental wellbeing that enables people to 

cope with the stresses of life, realise their abilities, learn well and work well (WHO, 2022). 

This definition highlights that while many in the population may not meet the threshold of a 

diagnosed condition, their ability to flourish may be hindered. Flourishing can be defined as 

having fulfilment and purpose in life, accomplishing worthwhile and meaningful tasks, and 

being able to connect with others on a deeper level (Seligman, 2011). Martin Seligman 

developed the PERMA positive psychology model, where he listed the elements that were 

needed for an individual to attain positive mental health: Positive emotions, Engagement, 

Relationships, Meaning and Accomplishment (Seligman, 2010, 2011).  

 

This chapter examines the nuanced nature of mental health in youth, focusing on the 

complexities and the changing nature of flourishing in the modern world. Based on the 

literature review, which discusses what is known about flourishing and the factors that 

enhance wellbeing, I will suggest a programme to encourage flourishing, marrying 

Seligman’s model with the uniquely New Zealand wellbeing model Te Whare Tapa Whā and 

embedding the attributes of a place-responsive outdoor activity.  

Youth Wellbeing 

Mental health and treatment 

Anxiety, worry and stress are all emotional states that are part of everyday life, yet spending 

too much of our emotional time in these states can lead to negative health outcomes, 

including chronic conditions such as hypertension and sleep disorders (Szuhany & Simon, 

2022). According to the New Zealand Mental Health Foundation, anxiety is an excessive and 

overwhelming worry about potential future events; stress is a natural physical and emotional 

response to pressure which can become harmful if prolonged; and depression is a persistent 
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and severe mental health condition usually characterised by depressed low mood or loss of 

interest in activities (Mental Health Foundation of New Zealand, 2025). A recent NZ Ministry 

of Health survey shows young people with moderate to high stress has nearly doubled since 

2016/17, and that even though over a quarter of our young people experience high mental 

health need, the percentage who can’t access support when they need it has risen by 77% 

(Mental Health Foundation, 2025). The recommendations from this survey, released in 

March 2024, warned that the area of health with the greatest need for young people is their 

mental health.  

 

The New Zealand Health survey has been running continuously since 2011 and is an 

important tool in monitoring the health and wellbeing of the population (Ministry of Health - 

Manatu Hauora, 2024). Although many young people experience good mental health, this 

survey shows that the mental health of young people has declined over the past decade. The 

report found that 22.9% of youth in New Zealand report experiencing high or very high levels 

of psychological distress, the highest of all the age group categories surveyed (Ministry of 

Health - Manatu Hauora, 2024). Over 11% of New Zealand's youth population also sit in the 

area considered as low mental health, or perhaps more easily described as not flourishing or 

fully realising their mental health capacity.  

 

A worrying statistic identified in an analysis of the New Zealand Health Survey showed that 

females are most significantly impacted by negative mental health outcomes (Lillis, 2025). 

This study analysed survey findings between 2011 and 2023, and found that high and very 

high classified psychological stress increased from 6%- 30% in 15-24 year old females over 

this duration (Lillis, 2025). However, the use of self-reported measures in this study (Kessler 

Psychological Distress Scale) may also be reflective of an increased willingness to report 

symptoms or shifting awareness of mental health, and the study did not investigate 

supportive factors such as family support. Nonetheless, female youth are being impacted by 

negative mental health outcomes, and the protective solutions for this are limited at best.  

 

Options for mental health care in Western medicine primarily include the class of drugs 

known as selective serotonin reuptake inhibitor (SSRI) antidepressants, as well as 

counselling, with the former gaining traction. In modern societies, which Lundberg (2005) 

characterised as featuring a rapid pace of life, high demands, efficiency and competitiveness 

in a global economy, the convenience of antidepressant drugs as a solution for youth mental 

health disorders has led to their prescription as an increasingly common early intervention. 

According to Deacon (2013), the biomedical model posits that brain disorders are diseases, 

and they require pharmacological treatment to target abnormalities. However, critical analysis 

also shows that the adoption of this model has not improved either the diagnosis of or the 
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severity of symptoms, since its inception (Deacon, 2013). According to Te Hiringa Mahara, 

the Mental Health and Wellbeing Commission, the rate of youth being prescribed 

antidepressant medications rose 53% between 2018 and 2022 (Te Hiringa Mahara—Mental 

Health and Wellbeing Commission, 2023). A previous study found that females are 

prescribed medications at over twice the rate of use as young males (Bowden et al., 2019). 

When investigating the efficacy of these drugs, analyses point to not only their 

ineffectiveness but also the potential worsening of symptoms in teenagers who are 

prescribed SSRI medications (Cipriani et al. 2016; Newport Academy, 2019; Lock et al., 

2005).  

 

Against this backdrop, the interest in protective lifestyle-based solutions as both affordable 

and effective against mental health treatments is growing (Marx et al., 2021). Evidence 

suggests that a focus on sleep, diet, and exercise, while mitigating risk factors such as 

smoking and substance abuse, may be more effective as a primary treatment option, rather 

than being viewed as merely complementary to pharmaceutical therapy (Marx et al., 2021; 

Sarris et al., 2014). 

The Social Construction and Modern Drivers of Distress 

Mental health may be socially constructed, as initially suggested by Szasz (1960) and later 

Borch-Jacobsen (2009), who suggested mental health was invented by society to stigmatise 

behaviours not considered the ‘norm’. As suggested by Ankers et al. (2023), mental health 

problems are a social phenomenon, shaped and influenced through social hierarchies and 

collective norms. Horwitz (2022) further suggests that mental illness definitions are socially 

produced and deeply influenced by cultural and institutional contexts. 

 

These notions have been expanded to suggest that those with social power are the ones 

who decide what is normal and therefore abnormal (Ankers et al., 2023; Horwitz, 2022). 

When tracking the historical evolution of mental illness definitions, it was found that the 

American Psychiatric Association (APA) effectively controlled these through cultural values, 

professional debates and institutional power (Vacca et al., 2025). When these crucial 

definitions are so heavily shaped by external forces, it is undeniable that youth are 

significantly influenced by them. From this perspective, social norms and those who have the 

power to define them play a significant role in what is considered ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’ 

within mental health discourses (Ankers et al., 2023; Horwitz, 2022).  

 

According to Denicolo et. al, (2016), we use constructs such as gendered expectations and 

media representations to help us understand and navigate life, making sense of the events 

and experiences that occur around us or within us, including the status of our mental health 
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in comparison to what is ‘normal’. In her book on social constructivism, Burr (2015) cautions 

us to be suspicious of how we believe the world to be, including accepting that life may have 

some ‘grey’ areas that are not defined in binary terms. Within the context of mental health, 

the binary notion that we ‘have’ or ‘don’t have’ good mental health is perpetuated by these 

social norms and potentially leads us to a reductive definition and placement of self within 

these two options. When youth are trying to understand their mental health and locate 

themselves within it, they can be influenced by these perceived norms, perpetuating self-

selective negative mental health attributes. 

 

Youth are influenced by a raft of relatively new contributors in their construction of reality, 

including what can be accessed digitally. Social media platforms expose them to images of 

how they are supposed to look, feel and behave in the world. In this way, aspects of how 

youth construct their mental health are influenced by the internet and its easily accessible 

sources of (mis)information. Social media users predominantly share positive moments and 

carefully curate content to dismiss or at least remove any unpleasant emotions, ultimately 

hoping to increase social currency by gaining the attention of others. Stress, worry and 

anxiety, in fact, most ‘negative’ emotions, become viewed as abnormal by the power inherent 

in social media through algorithmic curation and positive bias, a space where wellbeing is 

increasingly defined by youth (Borch-Jacobsen, 2009). 

 

The world that youth are currently exposed to is highly complex, and experiences are often 

disembodied through digital interactions. Emerging research (UNESCO, 2024; Calin et al., 

2021) and a recent public health message from the U.S. Surgeon General frame youth 

mental health issues as diseases of modernity driven by an increase in social media, nature 

deficit and fragmented in-person, synchronous social interactions (Office of the Surgeon 

General, 2023b). The rise of self-reported and diagnosed mental health distress in young 

people also coincides with other external factors such as variable parental control and a lack 

of unstructured free time, resulting in reduced play and time in the outdoors (Carpenter & 

Harper, 2016; Hunter et al., 2019; Larson et al., 2019). All these factors within society are 

contributing to our constructed sense of reality, and in this case, to mental health. Females 

spend significantly more time on social media than their male counterparts, who prefer to 

spend their online time gaming (Leonhardt & Overå, 2021). Social media platforms such as 

Instagram and Snapchat allow individuals to select their online presence and the content 

they wish to share, which is typically not representative of the reality they may be facing. A 

construction of mental health and wellbeing through these platforms is biased towards 

unrealistic standards, with UNESCO releasing a report stating social media amplifies 

unrealistic beauty standards and is leading to negative mental health consequences in young 

females (UNESCO, 2024).   
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The implications of social media use 

In the modern world, where technology has become ubiquitous, the use of social media has 

had a profound effect on the perception of threat to our future happiness or threat to our self-

esteem (Calin et al., 2021). Social media platforms enable selective self-presentation, to 

which youth are particularly susceptible because of modelling by influencers and other 

idealised role models (Nesi, 2020). Evidence indicates that spending more than three hours 

a day on social media is linked to poor mental health (Nesi, 2020), yet many youths dedicate 

much more time than this to these platforms. A 2024 study on the impact of digital 

technologies on New Zealand youth found that Kiwi kids are among the highest users of 

technology in the world, spending on average 42 hours a week on devices, including social 

media (Cullen, Muntz, et al., 2024). It is important to highlight that social media in this context 

is defined as content that can be interacted with, rather than just observed, such as watching 

a television.  

 

Digital use affects adolescents differently depending on the developmental stage they are in, 

trying to establish their place and build connections (Nesi, 2020). This desire can lead to 

surrogate virtual connections, established through online friends and gaining ‘likes’ for 

images or stories, and the following of others, which in turn can create a damaging 

‘comparison culture’ (Calin et al., 2021; Leonhardt & Overå, 2021). A contrasting theory 

explores the connections that youth can attain through digital interactions such as gaming, 

with some youth finding they can find solace from distress and bring their emotions back to 

baseline when dysregulated (Nagata et al., 2026). This same study found that moderate 

gaming helped increase social connection, psychological safety and teamwork, supporting 

Livingstone & Pothing’s (2022) that digital environments can provide a creative space for 

youth to engage in free play and develop identity.  

 

While some research indicates potential for positive impacts from digital interactions, 

substantial evidence continues to target the negative implications on youth. Large-scale 

research in the U.S. on youth participants (aged 13- 18 years) has shown that the impact of 

digital use- including all screen-based activities- began its fruition around 2010, and this 

correlated directly with increased depression, anxiety, and suicides (Twenge et al., 2018). 

This study was over five years and found that females were overrepresented in the negative 

findings, rising 58% in depressive symptoms between 2010 and 2015 (Twenge et al., 2018). 

Haidt (2024) also identified this worrying trend and contrasts the ‘play-based childhood’ many 

previous generations experienced with the new phone-based childhood. His book The 

Anxious Generation outlines the devastating implications of replacing free play, including its 
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riskier elements, with the prolific use of smartphones and other screens. Females are again 

highlighted as displaying worrying behaviours, in particular the high use of social media 

platforms that have worked to both increase feelings of connection and decrease mental 

health outcomes (Haidt, 2024; Twenge et al., 2018). In contrast, Twenge et al. (2018) found 

that an increase in non-screen behaviours, such as time spent outside, homework and in-

person social interactions, served as a protective factor for youth, contributing to better 

mental health outcomes and highlighting the importance of embodied experiences for youth.   

 

Navigating stress: Prevention over cure 

As previously defined, stress and anxiety are both necessary and fundamental to our 

survival, as healthy amounts allow us to identify and react to threats and challenges.  

However, with continual low-level stressors, or overreaction to common stressors, the human 

stress response is constantly being stimulated without the opportunity to completely recover, 

and this constant state of stress can cause long-term negative outcomes to our mental 

wellbeing, and eventually, physical health (Huberman, 2021). Those who spend prolonged 

lengths of time in the stress response phase often experience persistent negative emotion, 

irritability and difficulty relaxing, which can increase the risk of both chronic anxiety and 

depression (Khan & Khan, 2017). Chronic anxiety, most commonly diagnosed as 

Generalised Anxiety Disorder (GAD), is when the state of perceived threat becomes long-

term, intense, and there is a loss of control of this feeling (Te Hiringa Mahara—Mental Health 

and Wellbeing Commission, 2023). While stress and anxiety respond well to coping 

mechanisms such as good nutrition, sleep and exercise, chronic anxiety often requires 

further intervention.  

 

GAD can also morph into depression in various ways, including through disrupting 

relationships and routines, increasing unhealthy coping mechanisms and the initial low 

mood, which can generate further stress (Boyes, 2013). Dobson (1985) describes a key 

factor in depression as “...one of avoidance, withdrawal, and diminished activity” (p.309), 

which in turn exacerbates social withdrawal and inability to access positive experiences and 

personal coping mechanisms. GAD and depression are recognised as mental illnesses, and 

the diagnosis is often followed by a pharmaceutical intervention.  

 

A recent Mental Health and Wellbeing Commission report (2023) found that many young 

people view their future as bleak, reflecting a declining sense of optimism. While much 

research continues to centre on diagnosable mental illnesses such as GAD or depression, 

these findings highlight that a significant group of youth may be experiencing reduced 

hopefulness and may not meet the diagnostic thresholds, but are nevertheless not flourishing 
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in their lives (Stubbing et al., 2023a). There is a growing number of adolescents who are 

experiencing overwhelming emotional distress and low motivation, but will not fall within a 

range where mental illness is diagnosed and treated (Fleming et al., 2024; Ministry of Health 

- Manatu Hauora, 2024; Stubbing et al., 2023b). This may not manifest into a mental illness, 

but the Ministry of Health reports this outlook of languishing can lead to increased risk of 

poorer mental health outcomes going into adulthood (Ministry of Health - Manatu Hauora, 

2024; Stubbing et al., 2023a). My research aims to address this gap in evidence through 

introducing a strength-based solution to youth with the goal of developing a holistic approach 

to wellbeing. Positive psychology frames this state as flourishing, where potential is reached 

and meaning in life anchors good health across all dimensions (Keyes, 2007; Seligman, 

2010, 2011). 

Salutogenesis -getting ahead of the issue 

Salutogenesis can be defined as a focus on the origins and assets of health and wellbeing 

(Antonovsky, 1987), mirroring the traits of positive psychology through enhancing the 

strengths and characteristics of individuals. This is in opposition to a focus on both disease 

and illness management, and could be considered a lifestyle-based approach (Mittelmark & 

Bauer, 2017). Antonovsky suggested a move from investigating disease and sickness in 

understanding health to investigating the salutary, or health-promoting factors that could be 

explored to achieve and maintain overall good health (Fries, 2020). Before COVID-19 youth 

mental health was declining, however, the impact of COVID and the disruption to how New 

Zealand society was able to function in the following years continues to negatively impact 

young people with a slow but steady decline in mental health outcomes (Stubbing et al., 

2023a).  

 

The predominance of research into mental health is focused on diagnosis and treatment but 

leaves a significant gap in our understanding of how to support youth before they reach 

clinical levels of distress. The focus remains on mental health recovery versus health 

promotion initiatives that could arm young people with the skills to strengthen their own 

mental wellbeing. In making sense of their own mental health, youth can misunderstand and 

even pathologise their own anxiety, rather than recognise the complex and nuanced states of 

human wellbeing (Ahuvia, 2025).  

Alternative mental health constructs 

There is extensive research seeking to understand the negative impacts of excessive digital 

use, such as social media time, but less so in identifying clear pathways to reframing how 

youth could or should spend their time, given that societal structures and pressures remain. 

The impacts of modernity mean many families do not have the time, confidence or financial 
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resources (Aotearoa, 2023; Cribb, 2009) to spend in pursuit of activities that may positively 

impact their overall health and wellbeing. With young people constructing their mental health 

through unrealistic standards of being, further investigation is required into how we can 

provide youth with accessible options for their wellbeing needs. This may begin with 

providing youth with a better understanding of what positive mental health is, and of the 

lifestyle factors they are able to control to thrive. The growing concern of youth mental health 

sets the stage for exploring alternative, culturally responsive models of wellbeing. 

Theoretical Frameworks for Measuring & Enhancing Wellbeing 

Thriving populations 

The World Health Organisation (WHO) describes holistic health as a state of wellbeing in 

which the individual realises his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, 

can work productively and fruitfully, and can contribute to his or her community (Galderisi et 

al., 2015; WHO, 2022). In contrast to some previous social understanding, the focus is not on 

the absence of illness, but rather the ability to flourish. To measure wellbeing, a raft of 

measurement tools has been developed, such as WHO’s Five Well Being Index (WHO-5) 

(WHO, 2020), and the 8-point Flourishing Scale (Junça & Caetano, 2011) have been 

developed. The Flourishing Scale encompasses items regarding human flourishing in 

relevant areas such as purpose in life, relationships, self-esteem, feelings of competence, 

and optimism (Junça & Caetano, 2011). This scale is mostly used in adult populations and 

has not been validated in terms of youth. WHO’s Five Wellbeing Index is widely used and 

simple to complete and understand, but with its focus on assessing hedonic wellbeing, lacks 

acknowledgement of the broader aspects of wellbeing, such as social concerns and spiritual 

awareness; rather, the focus is on measuring hedonic wellbeing. For both surveys, the 

quantitative measurement of wellbeing on any continuum is inherently subjective and 

reductive, so understanding the subjects lived experiences can require further investigation.  

 

The construction of family units and how they spend both time and money has evolved over 

time. It is increasingly common for families to have two working parents, or maybe a single 

parent or blended family situation (Cribb, 2009), with family dynamics impacting time 

constraints from a young age. Youth are often enrolled in organised activities meaning they 

are busy with after-school and weekend activities. Previously unstructured time in the 

neighbourhood or beyond has been replaced by highly organised ‘playdates’, or music 

lessons, sports practice, and academic tutorials, which contrasts with the importance of 

unstructured play for positive emotional, social, motor, and cognitive development (Dankiw et 

al., 2020). The more traditional lifestyles are centred around physical activity within the day, 

such as gardening, walking, and free play. In line with Jonathon Haidt’s (2024) research on 
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the impacts of reduced free play, this highlights how the factors required for flourishing are 

those that have been diminished, and in many cases, completely crowded out by over-

scheduling. 

 

The 2024 World Happiness Report (WHR-24) placed New Zealand just outside the top ten 

countries in terms of overall happiness. The WHR is an international measure of happiness 

based on the individual’s placement of self on a ladder from 0-10. The participants are asked 

to consider information about their country, such as the GDP per capita, social support, 

healthy life expectancy, freedom, generosity, and corruption, while ultimately generating a 

ranking for 156 countries. While the Aotearoa New Zealand ranking initially presents 

positively, once the data is broken down to broad age brackets, the 15-24 youth classification 

yields poorer outcomes, plummeting to a ranking of 27th (World Happiness Report, 2024). 

Not only are there increases in mental illness and high psychological distress, but there are 

also significant declines in overall life satisfaction. Put simply, it appears that despite having 

reasonable access to factors that could be considered similar to many happy populations, 

youth in Aotearoa are not flourishing.  

A model for flourishing 

Flourishing can be defined as having the traits of both high hedonic wellbeing, with a focus 

on pleasure, happiness and avoidance of pain, and high eudaimonic wellbeing, focusing on 

meaning and self-realisation (Schotanus-Dijkstra et al., 2015). An individual who flourishes 

will seek out pleasurable activities and experiences, while simultaneously seeking out 

purpose, meaning, connection, and contribution beyond simple pleasure. This is supported 

by Seligman's theory in the context of positive psychology, to encompass Positive emotions, 

Engagement, Relationships, Meaning and Accomplishment (PERMA) as pillars of flourishing 

(Seligman, 2011). These five elements are described by Seligman as: 

• Positive Emotion (P) includes subjective reports of happiness, hope, joy, and 

satisfaction.  

• Engagement (E) is an element that represents flow, and refers to focus, interest, or 

absorption in an activity.  

• Relationships (R) include closeness and connection with family, friends, or 

colleagues. These relationships are important throughout a person’s lifespan and 

contribute to well-being in many ways.  

• Meaning (M) is belief or membership in something larger than oneself and may be 

derived from religion, spirituality, or advocacy.  

• Accomplishment (A) refers to pursuits that occur throughout life for the sake of 

‘winning.’, and often requires perseverance and resilience, and may include 

academics, athletics, or career achievements. 
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(Kovich et al., 2023; Seligman, 2011). 

 

The concept of flourishing was initially discussed by Keyes (2002) as the presence of 

positive mental health, versus the absence of negative mental health, termed as languishing. 

Keyes developed a tool for measuring mental health named the Mental Health Continuum 

(MHC), and later developed the Mental Health Continuum - short form (MHC-SF) (Keyes, 

2002; Lamers et al., 2011), which reduced the initial longer form from 40 points to a shorter 

14-point subjective questionnaire. Flourishing was defined by Keyes (2002) as a complete 

state of wellbeing, incorporating emotional, psychological and social components, and the 

absence of mental illness. Turecek et al. (2025) also include environmental mastery within 

their definition of flourishing, which better explains the embodiment of human experiences 

within the natural environment.  

 

Some limitations have been identified, with the positive psychology concept of flourishing 

being criticised for being overly westernised and not reflective of other cultural concepts of 

wellbeing (Christopher & Hickinbottom, 2008). By prioritising Western notions of individual 

health, the models often overlook alternative cultural worldviews and indigenous 

perspectives on mental health, which is countered in this thesis through the use of a Māori 

model of wellbeing as a complementary framework. 

 

In the MHC-SF, the use of the binary terms ‘flourishing’ and ‘languishing’ may be viewed as 

restrictive categories for wellbeing, with critics highlighting the nuanced nature of mental 

health. Within the three sub-scales (hedonic, eudaimonic social and eudaimonic 

psychological), a low score in one area can still result in an overall ‘flourishing’ end score, 

leading to further research into the weighting of areas to ensure accurate results (Forgeard et 

al., 2011). A 2009 meta-analysis found that some previous positive psychology interventions 

had only modest and short-term benefits for mental health outcomes, particularly when 

broader sociocultural factors of the participants were not considered (Sin & Lyubomirsky, 

2009). The PERMA model also lacks attention to connection to land and nature, which is 

integral to New Zealand culture and indigenous models of wellbeing. This highlights the need 

for mental health interventions that are both culturally sensitive and contextually grounded. 

Holistic health and flourishing in Aotearoa 

Aotearoa New Zealand has a legally binding bi-cultural foundation, with the predominant 

recognised cultures being Māori and Pākehā. Māori are the indigenous people and Pākehā 

the term for non-Māori New Zealanders of European origin. In 1840, Māori engaged with 

representatives of the British Crown and signed Te Tiriti o Waitangi (Treaty of Waitangi), 

formalising a bi-cultural relationship that continues to shape the culture of Aotearoa today. 
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However, different interpretations of the Treaty have led to ongoing dialogue, and despite 

efforts to honour its principles, there remains some tension around the rights and 

responsibilities of New Zealanders, and shared understanding around Te Āo Māori (Māori 

worldview). 

 

In Aotearoa, the Māori term ‘hauora’ broadly describes an individual's complete wellbeing. Sir 

Mason Durie developed a visual interpretation of hauora in the form of a house, or whare, 

where the four walls represented a different aspect of wellbeing, encompassing social (taha 

whānau), mental/emotional (taha hinengaro), spiritual (taha wairua) and physical (taha 

tinana) aspects of holistic wellness (Durie, 1985). Working as a psychologist in the 1970s, Sir 

Mason Durie identified the limitations of narrow methods of diagnosis and treatment within 

mental health. He began to consider all factors in a person's wellbeing as inherent to health 

issues and integral to a rounded treatment plan. It was at a Māori health workers’ hui 

(meeting) in 1982 that professionals spoke of whānau and wairua being integral to treatment 

and recovery (Rochford, 2004). Te Whare Tapa Whā as a framework, was introduced and 

tested by Durie in a range of settings (Heaton, 2015) before its inclusion as a wellbeing 

model in 1984 (Durie, 1985; Durie, 1994; Heaton, 2015; Mental Health Foundation, 2022).  

 

The New Zealand Mental Health Foundation later adopted te Whare Tapa Whā and 

described each taha to broadly cover the following: Taha Whānau: the importance of 

relationships and social connections, vital for a sense of belonging; Taha Wairua: the spiritual 

aspects of life including values, beliefs and finding meaning, in understanding ones identity 

and purpose; Taha Tinana: the physical body, growth, development and the ability to move, 

including physical activity, nutrition and rest; Taha Hinengaro: our thoughts, feelings and 

ability to communicate, including mental health, self-awareness, emotional balance and 

ability to cope with changes (Ministry of Health - Manatu Hauora, 2024).  

 

The Hua Oranga tool was developed using Durie’s model, for use in the healthcare sector to 

gain a holistic sense of how best to treat an individual suffering from mental illness. This tool 

gathers input from the subject, their whānau and the treating practitioners, each completing 

the same form to collect their perspective on the wellbeing of the subject. Practitioners using 

the Hua Oranga tool ask for an assessment of each taha of wellbeing on a Likert scale. The 

model reflects the holistic nature of wellbeing and asserts the notion that mental health is 

more than a psychological condition (Kingi & Durie, 1997).  

 

Te Whare Tapa Whā was developed through a Māori lens of health but has inclusive qualities 

enabling its understanding beyond Aotearoa. Other indigenous models, such as the Pacific 

Fonofale model (Mental Health Foundation, n.d.) and Canada’s First Nations Mental 
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Wellness Continuum (Canada, 2019) have similar holistic approaches to wellbeing, where 

culture, community, and interconnectedness are valued. Te Whare Tapa Whā provides a 

holistic view of human wellbeing, and the connectedness of all aspects of health. The use of 

it as a model of wellbeing is well documented through New Zealand schools and in 

healthcare, such as by the Ministry of Health (Ministry of Health NZ, 2025; Tāhūrangi, 2022).   

Te Taiao 

One criticism of Te Whare Tapa Whā suggests the simplistic concepts of the four walls/taha 

do not fully encapsulate the Māori understanding of wellness (Mcneill, 2009). In reducing 

wellbeing to four areas, other areas considered integral to holistic health, such as the 

relationship to the stars and the natural environment, may be difficult to place within a taha. 

The NZ Mental Health Foundation model of wellbeing extends the metaphor of the four-

walled house to include Taha Whenua, representing our relationship with the land and 

environment (Mental Health Foundation, 2022), which had been originally included and is 

subsequently described as a foundational concept (Durie,1994). Beyond our connection to 

whenua, a broader term better explains the Māori view of humans' connection to the 

environment. The term Taiao represents the natural world that both contains and surrounds 

us, as acknowledged in the saying "Ko au Te Taiao, ko Te Taiao ko au" (I am nature, and 

nature is me). Our connection to whenua, the places we visit, how we care for and use the 

land and spaces around us is interwoven with the human need to be nourished from time 

spent in nature. 

 

Human health and wellbeing are enhanced through meaningful connections between people 

and places (Carpenter & Harper, 2016). The concept of kaitiakitanga, deeply rooted in Te Aō 

Māori, embodies a distinctive approach to guardianship of the environment and protects this 

as the precious source of food and shelter. Kaitiakitanga is bound closely to 

whānaungatanga (family connections) and whakapapa (ancestral line of descent), where 

generations care for the land, ocean or lakes around them. Māori use the term tangata 

whenua, or ‘people of this place’, to refer to the guardians or custodians of the land, and their 

role in kaitiakitanga of that place is paramount. In this study the term kaitiakitanga is used 

when discussing enhanced connection to place, and how deepening this relationship 

contributed to changing attitudes for participants. 

Summary - Wellbeing models  

Wellbeing is measured at national and global levels, and our understanding of human 

flourishing has shifted from purely economic measures to encapsulate social and 

environmental connections (Keyes, 2007; Turecek et al., 2025). While some wellbeing 

modellers have worked internationally to gain a consistent metric (World Happiness Report, 
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2024), there remains a need for culturally sensitive models with localised understandings, 

acknowledging that different cultures idealise different forms of wellbeing (Krys et al., 2022).  

 

In my view there are gaps in the research about wellbeing that highlights the need for 

culturally responsive, sustainable programme development that can support youth in 

flourishing within their local context and the natural environment. The use of local green and 

blue nature spaces as an integral factor to the wellbeing programme setting provides a 

platform for understanding the interconnectedness of human wellbeing within the 

environment. Green spaces may be an integral factor in supporting youth in their wellbeing 

journey towards flourishing. 

Wellbeing in Green and Blue Spaces 

Physical fitness and the outdoors 

Those who spend time in nature also report higher levels of physical fitness, though it is 

unclear whether this is because people are more inclined to exercise and be social in or near 

green spaces or if they seek out green spaces to exercise (Twohig-Bennett & Jones, 2018). 

Participation in physical activity is closely tethered to emotional wellbeing and positive mental 

health characteristics (Brennan, 2021; Jacka et al., 2011; Nixdorf et al., 2021). Jacka et al. 

(2011) found that there is a direct link between the level of physical activity done as a youth 

and the relationship with decreased depression rates as an adult, with physical activity as a 

child being a strong protective factor for the adult. Before the introduction of the playdate and 

the busyness of today's society, much of the previous generations’ physical activity would 

have occurred in outdoor spaces such as parks, beaches and forests.  

 

In addition to physical wellbeing benefits, Capaldi (2014) noted that those who strongly 

identify with and feel connected to the natural world also had positive behavioural and 

wellbeing differences. The sense of connection to nature was noted as a positive and 

significant indicator of happiness in individuals (Capaldi et al., 2014). A 2025 study found that 

participating in physical activity in nature-based outdoor settings significantly enhanced 

mental wellbeing, including self-acceptance, life purpose, positive relations, personal growth, 

environmental mastery, nature-relatedness, thriving, and flourishing (Turecek et al., 2025). 

This study concludes that the benefits of physical activity on mental health and wellness can 

be greatly enhanced by being in nature, and the recommendation for nature-based activity 

could flow into education, public health and urban planning. 
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Natures impact  

Green spaces and the positive impacts of being in nature are well researched and profound 

(Barton & Pretty, 2010; Capaldi et al., 2014, Shuda et al., 2020, White et al., 2014). A recent 

Harvard Medical School study found that just 10 minutes in nature a day lowers the stress 

hormone cortisol, while 20 minutes offers an improved level of perceived wellbeing (Hunter et 

al., 2019). Twohig-Bennett and Jones (2018) conducted a meta-analysis of 143 studies about 

the benefits of going into green spaces and identified a raft of physical and emotional 

benefits. These include reduced heart rate, lower blood pressure and a decreased likelihood 

of chronic illness and disease. Indeed, nature exposure is increasingly being accepted as 

essential to human health and wellbeing (Carpenter & Harper, 2016).  

 

Ulrich et al. (1991) discussed the positive impact of spending time in nature as stress 

recovery, or as having restorative properties, culminating in the evolution of the Stress 

Reduction theory. This theory suggests the buffering effect of nature experiences against 

common life stresses such as excessive crowding and general work or life stress (Ulrich, 

2023; Ulrich et al., 1991). His research found that nature exposure consistently and quickly 

reduces stress indicators in different physiological systems, including activating the 

parasympathetic nervous system to directly reduce the stress response (Ulrich, 2023). This 

has been in part evidenced by Ulrich through faster patient recovery times for those who had 

a nature-based window view versus those whose beds looked out to other buildings or urban 

sprawl.  

 

Urbanisation is one factor that has reduced many people’s everyday exposure to nature, and 

Capaldi (2014) notes that not only are children spending less time outdoors playing, but 

many in developed nations are spending their time predominantly indoors. A 2019 study of 

American youth found that screen time now far exceeds time in nature, and the inverse 

relationship between these is continuing (Larson et al., 2019). This is a striking correlation, 

but it is likely there are more factors at play, such as broader cultural and societal factors. 

Urbanisation does not necessarily eliminate access to nature for all young people. ‘Grey 

spaces’, or areas more prone to buildings than trees, can constitute nature to many, with the 

areas providing access to spaces for rich, challenging and affordable play (Stenning, 2025). 

These experiences cannot be discounted as being beneficial for young people, as they also 

provide many opportunities for social interactions in places that parents likely consider safe.  

 

In his seminal book, Louv (2005) documents the decreasing amount of time children are 

spending in the outdoors and the associated consequences and coined this ‘nature deficit 

disorder’. He directly links the lack of exposure to nature to the increase in common 

childhood issues such as obesity and depression. However, his work has been criticised for 
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relying largely on anecdotal evidence and should not directly imply causation. Empirical 

evidence, such as Wells and Evans (2003), identified that children who lived in proximity to 

nature were better able to reduce or buffer life stresses. However, not all people who live by 

nature are necessarily accessing it. Nature exposure is not the desired antidote to stress for 

those who perceive natural spaces as a source of anxiety, discomfort or even threat (Bixler & 

Floyd, 1997). The contrast in our views on nature exposure serves to contribute to our 

understanding of the nuanced relationship between humans and the natural environment.   

 

Blue nature spaces 

While the impacts of time spent in green spaces are widely researched, there is less known 

about how the multitude of blue spaces affect our wellbeing. This study defines blue spaces 

as all bodies of water, including the ocean, lakes, and rivers. In Aotearoa New Zealand, we 

seek out blue spaces for recreation (such as surfing, boating, and swimming), as a source of 

food, or kaimoana (food from the sea), and for some as a place of respite and connection 

(Georgiou et al., 2021; Jelleyman & Humberstone, 2024). Through this lens, blue spaces are 

noted as places that can support emotional regulation and identity formation, and in addition, 

participation in blue space activities can enhance resilience and personal agency (Wheaton 

et al., 2020, 2021). This use of blue spaces for human wellbeing does not dismiss our 

reciprocal responsibilities, in particular when viewed through Te Ao Māori (the Māori 

worldview). Through this cultural lens, nature (including blue spaces) is viewed as part of 

humans, and humans as part of nature, bestowing upon us the responsibility to protect it for 

future generations rather than take from it simply what we need and want (Rangiwai, 2018; 

Roberts et al., 1995). 

  

Despite 65% of New Zealanders living within 5 kilometres of the ocean (Ministry for the 

Environment, 2019) and many more living in proximity to lakes or rivers, there remain 

barriers to access and inclusion in these spaces. Blue space accessibility in Aotearoa New 

Zealand is complex, and despite Māori retaining customary rights and spiritual connections 

to ancestral coastlines and rivers, coastal gentrification and escalating real estate values 

increasingly alienate lower-income communities from these environments (Frawley et al., 

2026). Women face gender-specific barriers to blue space engagement, including body 

scrutiny, physical vulnerability, and often masculinised water-sport cultures (Booth, 2001; 

Culp, 1998).  
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Gender, Physical Activity, and the Outdoors 

Females and movement 

By the time New Zealand females are teenagers, they spend one less hour per week 

engaged in physical activity than young males in Aotearoa (Sport New Zealand - Ihi 

Aotearoa, 2023). Sport New Zealand (2023) also found that despite nine out of ten young 

females in New Zealand wanting to increase their participation in physical activity, there 

remained several barriers. A startling 68% reported they would avoid activities when they 

didn’t feel confident in their bodies, and three out of four young women are concerned about 

how they look every single day (Sport New Zealand - Ihi Aotearoa, 2023). Participants also 

report that school-based sport and physical education tend to have a competitive focus and 

that they prefer to participate for fun and to feel good, and in an environment where they do 

not feel judged.  

 
Parsons & Halstead (2022) found that the gendered role of the female within play and 

physical activity starts early in life. This is seen in the school playground where female 

students are less likely to spend their break times in active free play and are often 

unconsciously bound by the constraints of the ‘female’ school uniform, which inhibits free 

play. Parsons & Halstead surmise there are several ‘gatekeepers’ between young females 

and experiences in the outdoor activities, which can include parents, teachers, community or 

group leaders. These gatekeepers are placed between the child and their experiences in the 

outdoors, and depending on their own relationship with the outdoors, may not allow access, 

or certainly not free access, to these spaces (Parsons & Halstead, 2022).  

 
It has been found that young females spend considerably less time outdoors than their male 

counterparts, with key factors contributing to this being social gender norms, lack of 

exposure, and fear (Evans et al., 2020). The concept of ‘stranger danger’ was coined in the 

1980s in response to a rash of missing children in the United States of America (Wodda, 

2018), and has contributed significantly to women’s fear of victimisation, producing 

behaviours of avoidance and risk management for many females (Scott, 2003). The 

response was that females were widely driven away from the outdoors and to the safe, 

protected environment of the indoors, where risk could be controlled, even eliminated (Scott, 

2003; Wodda, 2018).  

 

In contrast to previous constructs that young females should stay safely indoors and away 

from risks (Twenge et al., 2018), 16-year-old Jessica Watson voluntarily took on a significant 

risk and, in doing so, challenged the construct of a ‘typical teenage girl’ and their capabilities 

(Brown & Penney, 2014). The 2009-2010 solo sailing circumnavigation by Jessica sparked 
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an interesting narrative about the roles of young women and the responsibilities of parents 

(Brown & Penney, 2014). Despite her parents' support, other gatekeepers became involved 

in Jessica’s journey, raising broader societal questions about risk and responsibility, 

particularly given her youth and gender, with some questioning if she belonged in this risky 

place (despite her success).  

Belonging in the outdoors 

Females interpret their place and role in the outdoors in part based on others, and they see 

fewer role models as participants and leaders than their male counterparts (Culp, 1998). 

Evans et al (2020) found that a significant factor impacting young females’ experiences in the 

outdoors was to include females as leaders, which plays a role in breaking down traditional 

gender roles and gender typing inherent in outdoor activities. An all-female environment 

cultivates a space where young females are more likely to have the confidence to try new 

activities and feel supported and without judgment (Evans et al., 2020). Warren et al. (2019) 

found that gender stereotypes continue to be acted out in outdoor settings, in part through 

the representation of men in technical roles and women in communicative leadership roles. 

Gender roles were removed when in an all-female setting, where female leaders were “free 

to embody roles outside their gendered expectations” (Warren et al., 2019, p.145). 

 

There have been some inroads into mitigating the lack of research into females in outdoor 

spaces, including a review of Outdoor Adventure Activities (OAA) out of the United Kingdom 

(Pearson et al., 2025). Key findings suggest that young females benefit from a nature-based, 

single sex, small-group environment, where risk (real or perceived) is evident. The outcome 

of this study provided an overarching model that “communicates the key components 

important for OAA interventions which aim to strengthen female youth resilience” (Pearson et 

al., 2025, p. 15). However, a limitation of these findings is the frequent use of spaces and 

external providers who provide an element of removal from everyday life-the participants are 

often ‘taken away’ and then returned to their normal lives -with the expectation that some 

transfer of skills or knowledge will occur.  

Summary - Gender, physical activity and the outdoors  

Although existing research shows positive impacts for young females when in the outdoors 

and engaging in risky activity, there remains a limited availability of both female role 

modelling and all-female opportunities for them to do so. The proven ability of nature and 

outdoor activities as stress reduction and empowerment seems to be denied many females 

before they even have the opportunity to try them. There remains a lack of integrated options 

for young females, where social contexts are shared and the transferability of learned skills 

can be maintained. There also remains limited evidence on whether skills and confidence 
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gained through outdoor programmes transfer to other areas of life. A disparity continues to 

exist between research on the use of the outdoors as an ‘intervention’ versus a health 

promotion space.  

Outdoor Experiences as Interventions and Place-Responsive 

Pedagogy 

Alongside the well-researched impacts of stress reduction and emotional wellbeing, the 

emergence of utilising outdoor green and blue spaces as ‘therapy’ has rapidly increased in 

recent years (Barton & Pretty, 2010; Britton et al., 2020; Britton & Foley, 2021; D. G. Pearson 

& Craig, 2014). The general concept is not new, with outdoor based ‘adventure’ camps, 

focusing on personal development or self-improvement, being long-standing (e.g., New 

Zealand's Outward Bound, based in Anakiwa). The concept behind this and other such 

outdoor experiences is to provide teens (and adults separately) an opportunity to step 

outside their comfort zones and challenge themselves through outdoor activities to show 

people their real potential. Traits such as resilience, perseverance and self-responsibility are 

promoted, and courses extend for as long as 21 days. The long-term impact of courses such 

as this has been extensively reviewed (Gassner & Russell, 2008; Hattie et al., 1997; 

Ramirez, 2020), with many participants expressing a positive long-term impact but being 

generally unable to state exactly what that is.  

 

Another example is Project K, a New Zealand positive youth development programme that 

targets Year 10 students (13-15 years old) who have been identified as displaying low self-

efficacy. Project K is a 14-month programme that involves wilderness experiences, mentoring 

and community service, with a focus on building confidence, teaching life skills, promoting 

good health, relationships and encouraging a positive attitude (Graeme Dingle Foundation, 

n.d.). A 2017 study on participants found that while overall wellbeing improved, there was no 

difference in their level of connectedness, which remained low (Furness et al., 2017). While 

the positive impacts of the programme are significant, low connection to place and nature 

may be attributed to the remoteness of camping locations, rendering them difficult to revisit. 

 

A similar programme is provided by Adventure Specialties Trust, based in both the North and 

South Islands of New Zealand, with ‘adventure therapy’ opportunities, including specific all-

female youth opportunities. The 6-day, 5-night experiences combine outdoor adventure, 

connection with nature and group work/discussion, led by experienced outdoor instructors 

and qualified mental health professionals (Adventure Specialties Trust, n.d.). Adventure 

Outdoors offers a similar 5-day programme in the central North Island, aimed at youth 

experiencing issues such as stress, pressure, anxiety, body image, boredom, and low 

motivation (Outdoor Adventures, 2025). The intended outcomes for these programmes are 
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similar, with a focus on increased wellbeing and enhanced social and environmental 

connection. 

 

Another key feature of most of these programmes is that they are created to target groups 

that are already in emotional distress or have mental health or behavioural challenges. They 

have an element of rehabilitation, and participants are often attending to be healed (Amrhein 

et al., 2021). The nature of the programmes means individuals can be brought together, but 

post-programme connections may not be prioritised or possible. There is also a variable 

connection to the place or natural environment where the programmes have taken place, as 

it may not be feasible for participants to revisit or replicate the activities. My thesis addresses 

the need for place-responsive approaches to outdoor experiences, where participants are not 

sent ‘away’ to programmes for rehabilitation, but rather can gain an understanding of 

enhancing their wellbeing through outdoor spaces right on their doorstep. 

Place-responsive approaches to outdoor learning 

There is a growing movement towards using local areas for recreation, and making even 

better use of what's available, accessible and affordable in our locale. Wattchow & Brown 

(2011) looked at the possibilities within school outdoor education programmes and 

challenged the assumptions that activities needed to be perceived as high risk to be worthy 

of inclusion. Contrived, instructor-led scenarios and activities remain an easy though often 

expensive option for schools, but some schools are learning to venture out into their local 

environment, or place, to seek out accessible options that youth can revisit and replicate. 

These connections have the potential to motivate individuals to not only see what is possible, 

but also to take others with them and be prompted to take further care of the environment 

when visiting.  

 

Most schools in Aotearoa New Zealand have a tradition of some type of ‘school camp’, but 

the variances between the experiences each school provides make the impact of these 

difficult to quantify. The importance of providing youth with experiences they can access 

more readily and that take place in their local environs (Gassner & Russell, 2008; Hattie et 

al., 1997; Ramirez, 2020) has been acknowledged by the New Zealand Ministry of 

Education, with schools given the opportunity to attend workshops to provide localised 

planning options. Wattchow & Brown’s work on place-responsive pedagogy advocates for 

schools’ outdoor education and broader education outside the classroom (EOTC) 

experiences as being locally based, low-cost and low-risk, all with the premise that 

participants will have opportunities to connect with their place and the opportunities within it. 

The concept of place is described by Wattchow & Brown (2011) as how people develop and 

experience their sense of attachment to locations and how they are both impacted by and 
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impact these places. Spending time at the beach is a common pastime for many New 

Zealanders, with a large variety of activities that include water and land-based options. For 

many, surfing becomes a natural extension to their beach visits, with a 2021 study estimating 

there are 315,000 surfers in New Zealand across a broad base of age, sex, and cultural 

backgrounds. (Furness et al., 2021). 

 

Informed by Wattchow & Brown’s (2011) four signposts for place-responsive outdoor 

education, the surfing programme for this research was developed to foster meaningful 

relationships between participants and the environment . These signposts are: 
1. Being present in and with a place  
2. The power of place-responsive stories and narratives 
3. Apprenticing ourselves to outdoor places 
4. The representation of place experiences (2011, p.182). 

 

These signposts have helped to guide my professional practice and shape programme 

development of outdoor education through my career and represent much of my philosophy 

when developing outdoor experiences. Signpost three -Apprenticing ourselves to outdoor 

places - offers a scaffold for appropriate context and significance for participants. To guide 

this process, four reflective questions were asked during programme design: 

• What is here is in this place?  
• What will this place permit us to do? 
• What will this place help us do? 
• How is this place interconnected with my home place? (Wattchow & 

Brown, 2011, p.192) 
 
 

In a practical sense, outdoor educators are more commonly trained in the practical aspects 

of their curriculum area, equipped with skills in multiple outdoor settings. A true place-

responsive pedagogy requires educators to have an understanding of the history and past 

uses of the places they visit for these activities and be aware that place is rarely neutral. In 

this way, the practical benefits of a place-responsive approach are likely to be used more 

readily than deeply connecting to the area and its historical and cultural significance.        

Summary - Interventions 

The place-responsive approach allows participants the opportunity to revisit and replicate 

their experiences rather than the “one-off” model many programmes use. This approach 

reduces or removes barriers to ongoing participation by using the local environment as an 

accessible resource. The co-construction of a programme with the current environment and 

sustainability in mind has not been well researched. In this study, I utilise a local blue space 

that can be revisited by participants. The participants in my study reside in a coastal town 

with access to many beaches, often within walking distance. Access to this blue space, and 



 31 

the previous use of this space in some context by all participants, provides a springboard for 

new activities to be introduced and the feelings produced by this space to be explored.  

Connecting to Blue Spaces through Surfing  

In alignment with a place-responsive pedagogical approach, surfing was utilised as a 

medium for this study. Mount Maunganui, where this study is situated, has a rich history of 

surfing and its significant coastline dotted with surfers whenever the waves permit.  

Surfing and wellbeing  

The history of surfing is rich and well documented, with the origins of surfing in Polynesia 

stretching as far back as 3000 BC (Fuchs & Schomer, 2007). According to Te Ara, The 

Encyclopaedia of New Zealand, Māori were riding waves on various pieces of equipment 

before the arrival of Europeans in the 19th century. Early colonisation decreased the 

popularity of surfing, and it wasn't until Hawaiian Duke Kahanamoku toured the country 

demonstrating modern surfing in 1915 that it really took hold. The rise of surfing has morphed 

from an almost rebel status to mainstream recreation and, most recently, to an Olympic sport, 

which has impacted both the perception of surfing and those who now participate (Doering, 

2018). Surfing as an activity enjoys a subculture that has spread beyond previous negative 

associations and has experienced growth into mainstream culture. In contrast to early 

associations of being male-dominated, surfing is now enjoyed by a more equitable number of 

females (Booth, 2001; Roy & Caudwell, 2014). Along with this rise in female participation 

comes a shift in culture as both a full embodiment of surfing as a ‘lifestyle’, and as something 

everyone can ‘give a go’.  

 

To those who surf it seems to be more than a mere sport or activity, but rather the concept of 

being a surfer helps shape identity and spills into other areas of life (Fuchs & Schomer, 

2007).  Wheaton et al. (2020) describe the state a surfer enters as being in ‘the zone’, 

defined as complete presence and focus on surfing and awareness of the ocean in that 

moment. Perhaps this feeling helped surfing brand Billabong develop their famous slogan, 

“only a surfer knows the feeling”. Anderson (2014) found that many surfers find it difficult to 

articulate their experiences of surfing to non-surfers, and when questioned, one of his study 

participants stated, “I don't think another surfer would ask this question (Interview 

Respondent)” (Anderson, 2014, p.28). This captures a sense of the ethereal nature of surfing 

that many feel and struggle to communicate.  

 

Britton and Foley (2021) investigated how surfers perceive feeling healthy, being well, and 

their sense of wellbeing and found that they had a strong sense of both emotional wellbeing 

and that being in the ocean or a ‘place’ could enhance their wellbeing positively. Fuchs & 
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Schomer (2007) found that when surfing, the participants felt a return of a sense of balance 

to life and thus can understand the restorative nature of the activity and the environment for 

themselves. This strong identification of a stress release indicates the individual understands 

surfing as a mechanism for reducing feelings of anxiety or other stressors felt during the day. 

Fuchs & Schomer (2007) realised that the diversity of experiences in the surfing community 

is fully understood and accepted by most participants as being as important as the aesthetic 

and environmental aspects that are enjoyed. Wheaton et al (2017) identified through a range 

of interviews with surfers that surfing not only offers the opportunity for self-improvement and 

self-management opportunities -through increasing resilience, overcoming fears and building 

confidence - but it can be a spiritual experience for some, with a sense of awakening and 

some level of personal transformation. In a 2024 study, 569 Australian surfers were 

administered an online survey, with 75% agreeing that surfing has a positive impact on their 

physical and mental health (Manero et al., 2024). Surfing, however, should not be idealised, 

as it is not immune to broader societal issues. In some instances, surfers can have an 

enhanced sense of localism, where they feel a sense of place-based rights and ownership 

over their local surf break (Olive, 2019). This can make it difficult for newcomers to feel 

welcome to the area and to the activity, creating a barrier to participation that they may never 

overcome. 
 

This ability of the ocean in providing an emotional and spiritual haven places surfing as an 

ideal context for wellbeing enhancement. Many of the findings (Amrhein et al., 2021; Fuchs & 

Schomer, 2007; Wheaton et al., 2017) establish the significance surfing, exposing its 

potential as a context for interventions focused on buffering against stress. Understanding 

how surfing can shape identity and foster emotional and spiritual connection provides a 

foundation for exploring its role in enhancing youth wellbeing. 

The ocean/human connection 

Fox et al. (2021) noted that surfing is a form of informal environmental education, and that 

surfers develop good ocean literacy in both environmental awareness and appreciation, 

termed a ‘culture of care’ for the ocean. Surfers describe their connection to the ocean as a 

fundamental aspect of their surfing experience, gaining a sense of participation both ‘in’ the 

activity and ‘with’ the ocean through a reciprocal relationship (Fox et al., 2021). Larson et al. 

(2018) also identified that surfers in their study were more likely to join local environmental 

groups and engage in small acts of care, such as picking up litter, and this type of behaviour 

increased the more often they surfed in the area. These acts of care and contribution point to 

surfing being not just an activity pursued for hedonic pleasure, but as an embodied and 

synchronous experience that participants are compelled to protect and treasure.  
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These pro-environment behaviours do not translate into all surfers, with some considering 

the ocean simply as their play space or being incongruent in their actions around care of the 

ocean. Hill & Abbott (2009) describe environmentalism as a “slippery term” (p.158), finding 

that many may agree with environmental responsibilities but will fail to act on these beliefs. 

So, while surfers may feel a deep connection to the ocean, there is perhaps a tendency to, 

for some, conflate their own actions in preserving this natural space. 

 

Beyond this connection to nature and the environment, surfing offers a unique connection to 

other participants (Booth, 2001; Fuchs & Schomer, 2007; Roy & Caudwell, 2014). Surfers 

appear to share a depth of understanding that goes beyond surfing as an activity and into 

many other aspects of life. In their recent study, Charlotte Jelleyman and Barbara 

Humberstone interviewed migrant women who had started to surf shortly after arriving in 

New Zealand. They found these women developed a strong connection to place, people and 

the ocean, and quickly identified themselves as ‘locals’ (Jelleyman & Humberstone, 2024). 

Their transition from outsider to New Zealander was expedited by engaging with surfing as 

an activity, with the women highlighting outcomes such as getting to know people, connecting 

to their new place, the ocean’s role in stress release, and the positive impact of learning a 

new and challenging skill.  

Surfing as a spiritual experience 

The participants in Jelleyman & Humberstone’s (2024) research describe various impacts 

which cover a range of wellbeing areas, or hauora as a whole. As discussed, this Māori 

concept of an individual's holistic wellbeing highlights the need for social, physical, spiritual 

and mental wellbeing to be aligned. Surfing touches on each of the four taha through 

physical exercise, social connections, sense of accomplishment, emotional satisfaction, and 

connection to the environment. Not only are participants experiencing personal growth 

through learning and being challenged, but they are also gaining an understanding of how to 

improve their surfing, which is entwined with understanding how the ocean works and what 

our capabilities and limits are within that environment.  

 

Perhaps the most challenging dimension of hauora to explore is taha wairua, defined as a 

concept of our spiritual wellbeing. The New Zealand Mental Health Foundation describes 

taha wairua as our faith or belief that there is a higher power, or for some, an internal 

connection to the universe. Beyond a tendency to describe spirituality in terms of religious 

beliefs, Amrhein et al. (2021) discuss spirituality as a connection with beliefs and values, 

connectedness to others, and essentially a connection to practices that add meaning to our 

lives. In this way, the parallels between the Māori concept of wairua and Seligman's theory of 

flourishing begin to become apparent (Forgeard et al., 2011). Surfers have long documented 
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the feeling of surfing in a spiritual sense (Amrhein et al., 2021; Fuchs & Schomer, 2007), with 

one participant in Fuchs’ study even referring to surfing as his ‘church’.  

 

Mindfulness practices have become more popular in recent years as the technological and 

social media revolutions compete for our attention and reduce the time spent on developing 

connections with people and places. Mindfulness could be described in various ways, but 

common ground suggests the elements of attention and awareness (Shapiro et al., 2006; 

Shapiro & Carlson, 2009), both essential characteristics for an individual to have when 

surfing. Benefits of mindfulness have been reported as emotion regulation, decrease in 

rumination and increase in positive emotions (Davis & Hayes, 2011; Hulsheger et al., 2012). 
In a study by Fox et al. (2021), 249 surfers completed a questionnaire that produced rich 

evidence of the link between surfing and a sense of mindfulness. One participant stated, 

“Reading waves slows me down, makes me more mindful of my surroundings and of nature, 

and takes me out of all of the other stuff in my head” (Fox et al., 2021, p. 10). Whilst this 

study was designed to gather information on ocean care by its users, the connection to an 

enhanced sense of wellbeing and perhaps unintentional use of mindfulness was directly 

attributed to surfing and being in the ocean environment. Fuchs and Schomer’s (2007) study 

of surfers concluded that surfing is an “…intensely captivating activity that has the capacity to 

ground and balance individuals in a demanding modern world” (p. 22).  
 

Surfing, whether in the learning phase or as a more advanced practice, offers a completely 

different experience with every wave. Sometimes there is success resulting in standing up, 

riding along the face of the wave, or even performing manoeuvres, but other times waves are 

missed, wipeouts occur, or even standing up cannot be attained. Each wave forms differently, 

with some long and slow, and others creating a powerful barrel effect. On top of this, there is 

learning to paddle ‘out the back’ through oncoming waves, negotiating other surfers and 

swimmers in the area, and understanding the environment, including the wind, sun, rips, and 

tides.  

 

Each surfing session requires a focus on the ‘now’, or being mindful, and the participant must 

stay in this state to both be safe and to improve. This full attention also creates naturally 

occurring moments of uncertainty and a certain level of stress. Kathryn Berkett (2021) 

suggests that creating multiple moments of tolerable stress will increase emotional resilience 

and wellbeing in humans, from infants through to adults. In this context, the stress is created 

through negotiating the constantly evolving and dynamic situation of both being in the ocean 

and undertaking a challenging activity, and in keeping this to a tolerable level, there is 

potential to enhance our sense of accomplishment, satisfaction and overall general sense of 

wellbeing through showing resilience. However, surfing as an activity for enhancing wellbeing 
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also has the potential to ‘backfire’ if it proves too difficult or scary for the participant. Having a 

personal understanding of one's own limits and capabilities is a precursor to the balance 

between enjoyment and challenge.  

Females and surfing 

Whilst females have enjoyed an increase in participation in surfing over recent decades 

(Booth, 2001; Roy & Caudwell, 2014), there is arguably a way to go in terms of how the 

surfing media represent women in a more sexualised way than they do males, a practice that 

stems from the middle of the last century (Booth, 2001). Although this climate of misogyny 

still exists (Booth, 2001), it appears to be slowly being overcome. Whilst female participation 

in surfing has been investigated (Booth, 2001; Roy & Caudwell, 2014), there is little 

published research as to whether young females-wāhine are more likely to become fully 

immersed in surfing and the culture of care for the ocean environment if they are not with 

their male counterparts.  

 

Young wāhine in Aotearoa New Zealand may be less likely than their male counterparts to 

participate in an activity such as surfing due to the way it has been represented, and how 

they interpret surfers to ‘look ‘and ‘act’ as well as the equipment and clothing required to 

participate (Booth, 2001; Sport New Zealand - Ihi Aotearoa, 2023). Again, social media and 

the culture of comparison could be highlighted as a barrier to involvement. Other barriers to 

engaging in outdoor activities, such as surfing, include highlighted gender issues, - ‘stranger 

danger’- and a lack of confidence in learning new activities. However, Evans et al. (2020) 

report compelling evidence that young females who participate in outdoor recreation have 

higher levels of self-esteem, self-worth, confidence, and body image, as well as a greater 

sense of stress relief through interaction with the natural environment.  

 

Young females require removal of the barriers to their participation, and a depth of activities 

and programmes to support their wellbeing. Existing frameworks are not purpose-built to 

provide young females with the ability to flourish, and, in my view, a more targeted approach 

is required to positively enhance wellbeing for this at-risk group.  

Framing Surfing Interventions and Existing Models 

Surfing as a saviour 

Amrhein et al. (2021) concluded that while an ocean intervention programme (defined as 

utilising the ocean-based activities of surfing to enhance wellbeing) is effective in supporting 

our response to stress and increasing feelings of general wellbeing, it is important to 

consider the roles of both nature and culture when looking at the activity. The study found 
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that new surfers experience a significant increase in spiritual wellbeing, but the programme 

did not have a significant impact on depression, though low baseline scores could have 

moderated this impact (Amrhein et al., 2021). Additionally, incorporating the natural 

environment and local culture into programme design is essential; in this case, the proximity 

of a consistent surf break was a key factor that made the programme viable. As mentioned, 

Aotearoa New Zealand is rich in green and blue spaces in which to spend time if we choose 

and have the time and ability to access. Whilst New Zealanders predominantly live in urban 

areas, these are geographically close to an ocean, lake, river or stream. As well as general 

proximity, surfing itself is prolific in tourism advertising, and has become accessible for most 

people who would seek it out.  

 

There remain barriers due to equipment cost, issues such as transport, and any cultural 

issues, such as how groups of people use and perceive the ocean due to historical, religious 

or individual reasons. Literature such as Wheaton et al. (2017) has identified the benefits of 

taster or ‘have a go’ programmes for young people in schools where there would normally be 

barriers to participation, such as transport, parental involvement, and financial barriers. 

These are coined as ‘intervention programmes’, with the intention that one to multiday 

programmes may have an impactful and lasting effect, introducing young people to the 

activity, overcoming challenges and taking measured risks. However, the scoping review by 

Benninger et al. (2020) outlines that broader research in surf therapy often has 

methodological limitations such as small sample sizes and an overreliance on short-term 

data rather than long-term tracking. 

 

Other studies (Hignett et al., 2018; Taylor, 2013) found that many factors that have put the 

youth at ‘risk’ are the very ones that will be less likely to have any future involvement in the 

activity. These factors are the inability to access equipment, transport or support from parents 

or family. This directly aligns with gaps highlighted by Benninger et al. (2020) regarding a 

lack of economic factors and feasibility studies for accessible and ongoing surf therapy. An 

integral factor in developing a sustainable lifestyle strategy is that it is replicable and feasible 

for the participant (Turner et al., 2025). Whilst there is room for ‘have a go’ activities, the 

importance of being able to return to ‘place’ seems an important factor to lasting success and 

requires more attention and understanding. The development of this concept comes in 

identifying factors that positively impact our wellbeing but are also readily available to the 

participant in an ongoing and accessible manner. 

 

Several ocean-based mental health initiatives use surfing as a medium. In the sections below 

I outline several examples, beginning with ‘Fluro Friday’, an open-entry programme focused 

on mental health support. Fluro Friday was born from the founder Grant Trebilco’s own 
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experience with mental health challenges. The programme is based on “salt water therapy, 

surfing and fluro” (OneWave, n.d.) and began on Australia's Bondi Beach. After a serious 

mental health breakdown, Grant used the power of just ‘one wave’ as being all it takes to 

make some progress. Under the banner One Wave, he began a movement called Fluro 

Friday, where anyone can attend a free morning surfing and yoga session and be able to talk 

about the invisible mental health challenges impacting them. This has grown to over 200 

beaches around the world, where every Friday morning, groups of people dressed in fluro 

take to the surf and sand with the freedom to talk about mental health free of judgment.    

 

Another such programme, ‘Live for More’, and run out of Mount Maunganui, New Zealand 

takes 17–25-year-old males with the entry criteria of past involvement in drugs or alcohol and 

criminal activity, who must live locally. The programme offers “holistic and ongoing support to 

help them move forward in life, make positive changes and achieve the goals they have” 

(Live For More, n.d.). The participants are predominantly Māori, who are overrepresented in 

Aotearoa New Zealand's criminal justice system (Policy, Strategy and Research Group, 

2007), and the vehicle for the programme is surfing, having been coined surf therapy by 

founder Krista Davis. Participants are taught about the ocean and the skill of surfing, while 

concurrently being provided with practical support like getting a driver’s licence, seeking jobs 

and learning ‘life navigation’ skills. Participants report such feelings as reduced anxiety, 

improved confidence, perseverance, and increased likelihood to ‘give things a go’.  

 

An additional programme run in Cornwall in the United Kingdom similarly offers a surfing 

programme to youth in an effort to overcome mental health and other social difficulties 

(Taylor, 2013). This programme has been running for over three years and targets those with 

identified emotional wellbeing issues. The 6-week programme uses surfing as the vehicle to 

enhance self-confidence, wellbeing and self-esteem, measured using comprehensive pre- 

and post-scales. Taylor’s (2013) evaluation demonstrated that participants improved their 

scores over the length of the programme, and many noted other benefits such as increased 

willingness to attend school as well as general behavioural improvements.  

 

‘Surfing for Farmers’ is another surf therapy initiative, which began in Gisborne, New 

Zealand. In Aotearoa New Zealand, farmers have alarming mental health and suicide rates 

(Beautrais, 2018). This prompted Stephen Thomson to found the initiative in 2018 and 

provide an opportunity for farmers to meet socially in a non-farming-related activity. Their 

premise is in “bringing farmers together, off-farm and into the surf, to enhance wellbeing”. 

The 13-week programmes are free and have spread to 18 locations across New Zealand. 

Farmers can attend their local beach and potentially return in their own time with whānau and 

friends. 
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As outlined, there are a variety of programmes, all with a different focus or target group. 

Primarily, these examples are rehabilitation-focused or are targeted to at at-risk groups, such 

as the Surfing for Farmers model. This programme contains valuable elements that promote 

stress relief and connection to those in a similar circumstance. It is evident that some groups 

have not been provided with equitable opportunities to wellbeing enhancement strategies in 

trusting and supportive environments. 

Single sex surfing interventions 

There are multiple international and local examples of surfing-specific interventions with a 

focus on benefiting females (Aotearoa Surf, n.d.; Community Wellbeing North Canterbury, 

2022; Franceschi et al., 2024; Glassman et al., 2021; Hibiscus Mount Maunganui, 2025).  

 

A 2024 study examined the impact of a surfing programme on females who had experienced 

trauma, abuse and/or mental illness, focusing on emotional regulation, resilience, body 

acceptance, and gratitude (Franceschi et al., 2024). Over the 8-week programme, 

‘Groundswell’ participants experienced positive changes in emotional regulation, resilience 

and body acceptance, with no significant shift in gratitude. Researchers also noted the same 

results may have been realised in other challenging activities in outdoor spaces. In common 

with Glassman et al. (2021), the participants were all female but were of adult age and 

required rehabilitation from their experienced trauma.  

 

At a New Zealand level, there are female-only surfing programmes in several locations, 

including a 5 week ‘Wahine Waves’ (Hibiscus Mount Maunganui, 2025), and the 4, 8 or 12-

week ‘Surf Sistas’ (Aotearoa Surf, n.d.). These programmes are focussed on surfing skill 

development and confidence building in female-only environments and take all age groups. 

‘Surf Wise Therapy’ based in New Zealand’s South Island, is a surfing-based programme that 

supports tamariki and rangatahi in strengthening resilience and wellbeing (Community 

Wellbeing North Canterbury, 2022). While the concept more closely aligns with the focus of 

this thesis, the participants are both male and female, and the programme is run by 

facilitators from a local surfing lesson provider, in contrast to a youth-led approach through 

schools. 

Summary - Surfing programmes 

While studies show that long-term activity in blue spaces is beneficial for mental health 

outcomes (Fuchs & Schomer, 2007; Overbury et al., 2023; White et al., 2021), there is limited 

research specific to surfing. There is also less information produced about young people as 

compared to more experienced adults, and whether the early development of understanding 
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wellbeing protective factors could help shape future mental wellbeing and encourage healthy 

habits through to adulthood.  

 
There is a dearth of published studies on young females surfing options, where programmes 

are designed with a positive psychology approach and are delivered through the participants’ 

school. Available surfing programmes are varied in approach, but there is a gap in 

programmes available for young females considered not at risk, and in considering what’s 

accessible and available for the participants in their local area. Understanding nature spaces 

in their local area and being able to replicate experiences is also less well documented in the 

literature, leading to inequities in being able to continue with any experiences that have had 

health-enhancing properties.  

Literature Review Summary 

This thesis responds to an evident mental health and wellbeing problem in New Zealand's 

rangitahi that extends beyond those with a mental health diagnosis. This review also 

highlights some inadequacies in the systems dealing with this issue, including the increasing 

use of clinical interventions when research suggests youth mental health may be an outcome 

of modernity. There is a lack of non-pharmaceutical approaches that have the potential to 

enhance mental wellbeing through positive psychology measures such as the PERMA 

framework.    

 

There is a significant number of young females not achieving a wellbeing state of flourishing, 

and who are negatively impacted by an increase in social media use with a reduction in 

physical activity, positive relationships, and time in nature. This review has identified limited 

significant research into health-promoting lifestyle-based interventions for young females, 

where they can understand and implement factors into their lives that support positive mental 

wellbeing. This study aims to help support young females in developing a ‘prevention over 

cure’ approach to their own holistic wellbeing. 

 

Despite growing interest in the use of outdoors and blue space in enhancing wellbeing, there 

remains a gap in programmes that focus on females from the general population versus 

those experiencing mental illness. Existing programmes have tended to focus on either at-

risk youth or as one-off experiences and are not designed to be replicable, accessible and 

sustainable. Current outdoor-based programmes, such as those in a recent OAA review 

(Pearson et al., 2025) lack specificity for New Zealand rangitahi and understanding of place 

within the culture of Aotearoa. 
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The research in this thesis fills a gap in current knowledge by developing, implementing and 

evaluating a female-only, school-based, place-responsive surfing programme that uses Te 

Whare Tapa Whā and positive psychology principles to enhance wellbeing and flourishing in 

young females in New Zealand. It offers a pathway for reimagining youth mental health not 

as a problem to be treated, but as a potential to be nurtured through place, belonging and 

purpose. 
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Chapter 3 Methodology 

Introduction 

The chapter provides a walk-through of the research philosophy, design, and methods used 

for this study. The research design was chosen to explore the lived experiences of young 

females in a place-responsive surfing programme, aimed at enhancing mental health and 

flourishing. There is an introduction to the research participants and the recruitment methods 

through which they and the student facilitators (my research helpers) were gained, including 

the consent process. The surfing programme is described in full, including the timeline and 

description of the type of data that was collected from participants. The chapter concludes 

with data analysis methods.  

Ontological and Epistemological Position 

This research adopts a constructivist ontological position, where mental health is not fixed 

but is socially and culturally constructed through an individual’s lived experiences. Ontology 

refers to the nature of reality and what we believe exists. In qualitative research, it is 

acknowledged that reality is socially constructed and shaped by context (Guba & Lincoln, 

1994). From this perspective, mental health can be understood as being formed through 

cultural and relational influences. Mental health is defined by WHO as the ability to learn and 

work well, realise abilities and cope with the stressors of life (WHO, 2022), rather than a 

focus on diagnosed mental illness. Ontologically, this study positions mental health as not a 

single truth; rather, it is negotiated through social contexts (Ankers et al., 2023). In this view, 

mental health is constructed through interactions between individuals, their environments 

and cultural influences. This aligns with the use of Te Whare Tapa Whā and PERMA models, 

which both view mental health and wellbeing as dynamic and relational, with 

acknowledgement that the participants’ realities are based on context and the meaning they 

make of their experiences.  

 

This thesis also recognises the contrast between the constructivist approach and the 

dominant biomedical approach, where negative mental health outcomes are commonly 

diagnosed and treated through pharmaceutical and other Western medicine methods such 

as psychotherapy, or talk therapy. The constructivist approach allows for a nuanced 

understanding of mental health, where social and cultural contexts are recognised as 

inherent to positive mental health. 

 

From an epistemological standpoint, this study adopts an interpretivist paradigm, which 

understands that we gain knowledge through the subjective understanding people attach to 
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their experiences. Epistemology considers how we have come to know what we know, and in 

this case, mental health is understood through the interpretation of lived experiences, in 

addition to the observation of them. Rather than being fixed, meaning is shaped by the 

individual’s context, identity and social interactions (Wells & Giacco, 2025). 

 

Interpretivism is suited to mental health and wellbeing research as it acknowledges the 

complexities between environmental and emotional influences, and the personal narratives 

of the participants (Wells & Giacco, 2025). Interpretivism demonstrates an understanding that 

while people may be having similar experiences, they may be interpreting them differently, 

including during a programme such as this research. In this way, the voice of each participant 

is valued and places them as the expert within their own lived experiences. The qualitative 

methods of journaling and interviews align with this ontological position. They provide rich 

insights, complementing numerical data, to illustrate that mental health status is complex and 

contextualised (Krueger & Stone, 2014).  

 

The alignment of the constructivist ontology with the interpretivist epistemology is coherent 

and supports this research project’s focus on mental health as both socially embedded and 

sensitive to the unique voices of youth. In this study, participants self-report their levels of 

wellbeing through quantitative measures, so any change may be seen over time. While 

gathering quantitative data is important in identifying shifts in wellbeing, understanding the 

nuances within these shifts will come from understanding the participants lived experiences. 

While a mixed methods approach has been used, there is a preference for understanding the 

participants lived experiences, and this is supplemented by the quantitative data. 

 

If what is considered good/poor mental health is constructed alongside the rest of our reality, 

young people are susceptible to multiple inputs - many of which lie largely out of their control. 

What they see, hear and experience - particularly through digital media and gendered 

representation in the outdoors - contribute to their understanding of what is ‘normal’. They 

are then left to interpret these phenomena against the backdrop of a highly curated 

representation of others’ lives, which can shape, affirm or distort their own sense of 

wellbeing.  

 

The meaning of the experience is individualised and co-constructed by the participants’ 

ongoing participation. Interpretivism values subjective understanding and experiences as 

valid sources of information, where participants’ voices are prioritised as rich in knowledge 

and authenticity. In this context, having youth as a research group allows us to understand 

mental health through the lens of those experiencing it, and to be flexible in co-constructing 

the process with the participants. 



 43 

 

The interview and journaling data help to complement the quantitative findings. The result is 

an interpretive process that allows for the complexities and individualised youth experiences, 

and a deep understanding of wellbeing within this context. 

Western and Te Ao Māori Epistemic Tensions 

Much of Western health literature approaches nature as an external resource to be 

consumed as a therapeutic space and measured for its ability to reduce stress and improve 

health outcomes. In contrast, Te Ao Māori posits a relational ontology where humans do not 

just interact with nature but rather are part of it, entwining human and environmental health 

as dependent on each other. This methodology does not resolve this tension but rather holds 

space for both perspectives. The constructivist lens allows the qualitative inquiry to invite 

both transactional outcomes such as skill acquisition and stress reduction, and also 

relational, interconnected experiences of place and wellbeing. 

Researcher Positionality 

My positionality in this study serves to both contextualise the background and to provide an 

interpretive lens through which the data is analysed and created. Over two decades of 

professional engagement with youth has led to the observation of the shifting social and 

mental health challenges they face. However, this prolonged exposure also introduces a 

potential bias in a predisposition to view nature as largely restorative based on non-formal 

observations and anecdotes over time. Sociopolitical landscapes have shaped how young 

people experience wellbeing, with terms such as anxious, stressed, and depressed 

increasingly used to describe their lived experiences. Concurrently, I have been fortunate to 

take many young people into the outdoors in a range of contexts and to witness the positive 

impact these spaces can have on their sense of wellbeing.  

 

My identity as a physically active female who enjoys the activity of surfing positions me as 

both an insider and an outsider within outdoor education. In my experience, outdoor 

education contexts are often male dominated, with fewer females participating, which has 

shaped my understanding of access, inclusion and vulnerability in these spaces. Facing 

personal barriers, such as a historical lack in female role models (Evans et al., 2020) through 

my own outdoor experiences, further deepens this perspective. My lifelong connection to the 

ocean and surfing provides an embodied perspective that informs my interpretation of 

participants’ experiences but also requires constant reflexivity to avoid projecting my own 

relationships with the ocean onto the participants’ unique stories. In practice this was 

reflected through non-leading, participant centred interviewing techniques designed to allow 

participant experiences to emerge rather than be steered by researcher assumptions. 
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My pre-existing relationships with the student participants introduced complex power 

dynamics. This posed some ethical considerations with my positionality as designer, 

educator and researcher. Whilst this enabled me as a researcher to gather rich, authentic 

insights due to an existing trusting relationship with participants, it also has the potential for 

some response bias in participant journal entries and interviews. Participants may have 

moderated their responses in order to appear ‘well’ or appease the researcher in some way. 

Though this was mindfully acknowledged and avoided through student-led programme 

facilitation, the interpretation of data may have been influenced to provide positive accounts, 

as the researcher was invested in the programme design and outcome. 

 

It must also be acknowledged that this thesis makes extensive use of affect and emotion 

concepts. Leaning on the work of Wetherell (2012, 2015), this thesis grounds emotion as 

‘embodied meaning-making’ and that affect is a relational and practical activity not isolated to 

a psychological state. The use of emotive language throughout highlights my own affective 

reactions within the research process, and again forces constant reflexivity in interpreting 

participant experiences as exclusive to my own. 

 

The dimensions of identity, experience and proximity to the participants help to define the 

parameters through which this research was conducted, and the data was collected and 

analysed. By maintaining a rigorous reflexive approach around researcher bias and relational 

trust, I can present a nuanced interpretation of young female’s wellbeing in this nature-based 

context. 

Trustworthiness 

My dual role as researcher and Deputy Principal was acknowledged through maintaining 

strong ethical conduct and research integrity. There was a power dynamic between me and 

the student participants, and while the surfing programme was facilitated by senior students, 

this dynamic remained. This was mitigated through a variety of pathways, with checks made 

throughout the process. Participation was purely voluntary, and informed consent (alongside 

parental consent) was obtained after explicitly reassuring participants that their decision to 

participate, decline, or withdraw would have no consequences for their broader schooling. 

Withdrawal was offered at multiple points throughout the programme by the researcher, with 

one participant choosing to leave the practical surfing aspects. Trustworthiness was 

established through allowing participants to withdraw any comments made in interviews or 

journals at each stage. In one instance, the researcher chose not to include particularly 

sensitive information, despite the participant choosing to share this during an interview.  
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Research Design 

Action research 

This study adopts Kemmis and McTaggart’s (2013) action research spiral to explore the 

development and impact of a nature-based outdoor programme on female youth wellbeing. A 

key reason for the adoption of this spiral lies in teacher familiarity with it from common use 

during annual professional reflections. An action research design was used as the intention 

was to both investigate and act on the issue of low emotional wellbeing in youth, as identified 

through what is described by Aulianda et al. (2021) as the diagnostic phase. This spiral 

model fits well when working with group-based projects, allowing for adaptive, emergent 

changes as learning progresses (Carr & Kemmis, 1986; Kemmis et al., 2013, 2014). Action 

research strongly aligns as a methodology with both constructivist ontology- where reality is 

understood as socially and culturally constructed - and interpretivist epistemology - which 

emphasises the subjective meaning individuals give their experiences (Denicolo et al., 2016; 

Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Hathcoat et al., 2019). Constructivist ontology sees reality as both 

socially constructed and specific to the context, which is supported by action research by 

engaging with participants in a real-life context.  

 

A broader critique of action research identifies its local specificity and lack of generalisability 

or replicability (Waterman et al., 2001). Critics argue that because cycles are highly 

contextual and continuously modified, in this case by the changing ocean conditions and 

participants' emotional progressions, it’s difficult to isolate variables or standardise outcomes 

(Reason & Bradbury, 2001). However, within an interpretivist paradigm, this study does not 

aim for generalisation, but rather a deep, context-rich understanding of female youth 

wellbeing as lived and experienced in this specific environment. 

 

Action Research integrates research and action, providing a cycle of action and reflection 

that can be repeated as variables change (Somekh, 2005). Action research necessitates a 

collaboration between participants and the researcher, where all are collectively involved in 

the process of developing strategies, creating action and actively reflecting to succeed 

together. David (2002) suggests that “without the involvement of the researched in the 

formulation and conduct of research all research remains opaque” (p.13). However, rather 

than a pure action research model using a full participatory methodology where participants 

co-design every phase, the researcher developed the learn to surf programme 

independently. Decisions regarding the context of surfing, location selection, and safety 

protocols were made solely by the researcher to ensure physical safety and risk 

management. A distinction must be drawn between action research as an overarching 

research methodology, and action research as a framework for programme design. While 
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participant contribution to the structural aspects of the programme was very limited, action 

research remains the appropriate research methodology, as the principles were used as 

micro cycles through weekly collaborations between participants, student facilitators and the 

researcher. In this way, each participant was able to guide their own progression and 

increase autonomy over their experiences. The fluid nature of wellbeing would not be fully 

captured by a rigid intervention with pre-determined outcomes. The action research spiral 

was fundamental to the study’s methodology, as daily progressions were participant-led and 

negotiated around dynamic environmental and often emotional conditions. By using action 

research, the study maintained the flexibility to adapt to participant needs and progressions, 

even within a structured activity framework. 

 

In this study, the researcher was able to observe participants’ (young females) progress as 

well as listen to their understanding of their experiences, both through interviews and 

informal conversations when walking to and from the beach. This led to collaborative 

discussions with the research helpers - senior student facilitators recruited to teach in the 

programme, shaping future planning for each session. Discussions were held with the senior 

students’ facilitators after each surfing session and these informed individual planning for the 

following week. 

 

The ocean was a passive co-constructor of each weekly session in the sense that conditions 

contributed to how each session was planned. As conditions changed, each of the student 

facilitators was not only adapting to the advancing progression level of the participant, but 

also to the experience the ocean conditions were allowing on the day. The cyclical nature of 

action research design considers the ability to continue to develop, test, and adapt through 

the process. 

 

 

Whakaahua 1 Kemmis and McTaggart's Action Research model 
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• Planning: This stage involves problem identification, systematically analysing the 

problem, formulating research questions, and outlining a strategic plan for action to 

address the identified problem. 

• Action/implementation: This stage involves implementing the strategy and some 

intervention or action to address the problem. 

• Observation/evaluation: This stage involves observing the outcomes of the strategic 

plan and evaluating the actions taken in the previous phase with appropriate methods 

and techniques. 

• Critical reflection: This stage involves reflecting critically on the results of the 

evaluation and the whole action and identifying a new problem and the process to 

start all over again. 
 

Kemmis and McTaggart's action research model suggests a need for multiple reflective 

cycles and ongoing reflexivity. Examples of this model used in educational settings include: 

Bhutanese secondary teachers used the model to inform practice in classroom 

communication, finding the impact was both non-linear and ‘messy’, with reflection 

necessitated at all stages of the cycle rather than only at the end (Rabgay & Kidman, 2023). 

Similarly, a UK example focused on increasing outdoor learning opportunities led to 

enhanced engagement and better curriculum fit when planning and evaluation processes 

were improved (Dillon et al., 2005). Examples such as these highlight the reflexive nature of 

action research and that messy real-life situations can help to shape future iterations of any 

change programme. However, Aulianda et al. (2021) suggest a potential weakness of action 

researchers is that they can overestimate the importance of their findings and conflate their 

use beyond their study. To avoid this limitation, this study aims to frame findings as context-

specific insights with a further objective of contributing to how outdoor programmes can help 

shape youth wellbeing.  

 

Somekh states that “Action research starts from a vision of social transformation and 

aspirations for greater social justice for all” (2005, p.7). The alarming rate of youth mental 

health issues calls for immediate action. As an educator in a secondary school, I was well 

placed to develop and implement a place-responsive programme using an action research 

approach that is achievable for participants and replicable for facilitators. As a facilitator of 

Outdoor Education for 20 years, the logistics of such a programme were within my 

knowledge and skill capabilities. Previous experiences in these environments and anecdotal 

evidence of the positive impacts on emotional wellbeing in youth drive this study, and my 

unwillingness to be a bystander as youth mental health continues to deteriorate. This 

potential bias as an ‘advocate for the underdog’ (David, 2002) is acknowledged and requires 

constant reflexivity through planning and implementation phases of the programme. 
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The action research model was chosen and used within each session and as a broader tool 

for the whole programme. Having a surfing progression programme as the foundation for the 

sessions was valuable but also allowed the flexibility of individuals’ differing skills and 

development through individualised co-construction of sessions. In a broader sense, using 

the action research model allows an interactive process of facilitation, allowing ongoing 

reflection and adaptation of the programme during school time and consideration of its 

impacts on participants as students. It also provides insights into how the programme 

integrates with the broader school environment and its potential impacts on other areas of 

school life. I am uniquely placed as both a researcher and a deputy principal in a school, so I 

understand the complexities when introducing new initiatives into these busy environments. 

Providing validity to a programme through evidence-based research, planning, and practice 

will help support the introduction of a programme such as this as a scalable and sustainable 

option for youth mental health and wellbeing promotion. 

 

A Place-Responsive Pedagogy 

This study adopts a place-responsive pedagogy (Wattchow & Brown, 2011), in which local 

environments, sustainable outdoor activities, and practical skills are central to the planning 

process. Place-responsive methods included: 

 

Activity context – surfing is a common localised outdoor activity at the town where the 

research was conducted. While many young people do not get involved in surfing, the activity 

is very familiar to them. The school also has a set of surfboards used for their Outdoor 

Education programme, so there was no cost in using these. This factor significantly reduced 

financial barriers to participation. 

Research location – the beach chosen for this research was a short walk from the 

participants’ school and is often used by them, for example as part of the school-wide cross-

country event. The proximity removed the need for transport and the cost associated with 

this. 

Tuakana- student facilitators – the voluntary student facilitators were able to both share their 

surfing or surfing lifesaving skills and enhance their own capability as leaders. The benefit to 

them also extended to contributing voluntary hours towards the school’s community service 

requirements. 
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Measuring Wellbeing 

In the context of this study, measuring wellbeing is integral to understanding the potential 

impact of the surfing programme on participants. It is also important as a self-reflection tool 

for participants, allowing them to identify not just areas of concern or further required support, 

but in their areas of strength or growth. For this study, the two quantitative metrics of the Hua 

Oranga and MHC-SF surveys were chosen and used as baseline and post-programme 

measures around the 10-week surfing programme. 

Te Whare Tapa Whā model of wellbeing 

New Zealand schools have strongly adopted the Te Whare Tapa Whā model in the Health 

and Physical Education curriculum (2007), with explicit teaching and learning in the physical 

education and health core area, compulsory through to the end of Year 10 (approximately 14-

15 years old) (Tāhūrangi, 2022). Rangatahi - youth) are introduced to the four taha and a 

broad understanding of the aspects of their wellbeing that fall within these. Ākonga (students) 

can be asked to identify aspects of their wellbeing that require attention in relation to this 

model. The language of Te Whare Tapa Whā is widely used in secondary school settings in 

New Zealand, and the use of the Māori terms are intended as broad definitions of the four 

aspects of our health.   

 

 
Whakaahua 2 Te Whare Tapa Whā Model of Wellbeing 

By using a framework that participants are familiar with will help them when I use the Hua 

Oranga survey tool to gather quantitative data. The Hua Oranga tool used for this study has 

been modified from the original tool in that only the participant is required to measure their 

subjective wellbeing. The original tool required other stakeholders (e.g., family, caregivers) to 

provide information on the participant’s wellbeing, enabling a holistic overview for the 

healthcare practitioner. For this research, only the voice of the research participant was 
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gathered and interpreted, providing individual insights into personal wellbeing exclusive of 

family and other inputs. Although the Hua Oranga tool collects multiple inputs when used in 

clinical settings, this research sought to collect the voice of the individual participant and their 

sense of wellbeing. Focusing solely on the participants’ voice ensured their perspectives 

remained central and were not impacted by external influences. The Hua Oranga tool has 

four items measured on a 5-point Likert scale, where the four walls or aspects of health is 

categorised from ‘extremely good’ to ‘very bad’ as perceived ratings. In addition, the 

terminology and guidelines of Te Whare Tapa Whā are reinforced through their use as a 

guideline for the participants' weekly journal entries. 

 

Whilst the Hua Oranga tool was initially developed for use by Māori with mental illness to 

gain a broader perspective for treatment, the Te Whare Tapa Whā model and larger 

understandings of Hauora in the population make it accessible for all. Hauora and Te Whare 

Tapa Whā is an integral part of the New Zealand Health Education curriculum, and all 

students at the participating school use the wellbeing model for reflections during Years 9 

and 10 (Tāhūrangi, 2022). In their 2012 study, Harwood et al. tested the validity of the Hua 

Oranga tool against other more established tools and found that the  “...simplicity, relative 

brevity, minimal cost and adequate psychometric properties should favour its use in future 

studies with both Māori and Pacific people” (Harwood et al., 2012). The tool has not 

previously been used on youth in a non-clinical setting, but was used as a framework for a 

Health Council-funded study on the impact of early childhood Māori immersion (Health 

Research Council of New Zealand, n.d.) This thesis applies the model to a broader selection 

of the New Zealand population, all of whom have a grounded understanding of the concepts 

within Hauora. 

The Mental Health Continuum -Short Form 

For this thesis, the Mental Health Continuum Short Form (MHC-SF) is used to measure 

emotional, social and psychological aspects of wellbeing (Lamers et al., 2011). Importantly 

for youth who may not have previous experience with academic or clinical measurement 

tools, the MHC-SF has proven validity and reliability (Luijten et al., 2019). For example, the 

MHC-SF has been used in a variety of cultural contexts such as in youth research from 

Ireland (Donnelly et al., 2019), China (Guo et al., 2016), India (Singh et al., 2015) and 

Denmark (Luijten et al., 2019). Despite cultural differences, these studies found good validity 

and consistency, and that the three sub-scales for emotional, social and psychological 

wellbeing were robust when measured against other wellbeing tools. A 2023 study of Iranian 

adolescents found that the MHC-SF had high internal consistency and psychometric 

properties, confirming its use in both psychological evaluations and diagnosis (Yousefi 
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Afrashteh & Janjani, 2023). All five of these studies concluded that the MHC-SF was a useful 

psychometric tool assessing positive mental health in youth according to the WHO definition.  

 

The MHC-SF was derived from the Mental Health Continuum Long Form (MHC-LF), a 

comprehensive 40-point measurement tool that has been validated through use in hundreds 

of studies (Keyes, 2007). Keyes and his colleagues went on to develop the short form of this 

questionnaire, with 14 points of wellbeing organised into the three key areas or sub-scales 

(Lamers et al., 2011). The short form consists of three emotional well-being items, six 

psychological well-being items, and five social well-being items, with the questions framed in 

a positive mental health outlook. Emotional wellbeing items are classified as hedonic, while 

the other two categories are considered as symptoms of positive functioning (Keyes, 2002). 

These levels are based on the participants’ view of the previous month in their lives and are 

measured using a 6-point Likert scale, scaled from ‘never’ to ‘every day’. Ultimately, the 

MHC-SF yields the participant a score between 0-70, with predetermined indicators of 

‘flourishing’, ‘languishing’ or ‘moderate’ mental health levels. 

 

According to Keyes (2002), to be classified as flourishing, participants must choose ‘every 

day’ or ‘almost every day’ for at least one of the three hedonic, and at least six of the eleven 

positive functioning questions. In contrast, languishing is defined by at least one of the three 

hedonic and six of the eleven positive functioning, as either ‘never’ or ‘once or twice’. Those 

who do not fit into either flourishing or languishing are considered to have moderate mental 

health. Languishing is considered low mental health; however, mental illness is not 

diagnosed with this tool. 

 

While the MHC-SF is both validated and widely used, it is not without limitations when used 

in a youth context. Some studies have found that the language may be too abstract and 

adult-oriented for youth, and in particular, some concepts, such as “being a good person”, 

may not align with how they conceptualise their wellbeing (Dorē et al., 2017; Greenspoon & 

Saklofske, 2001). The questions also cover broader concepts such as how the participant 

understands the workings of society, as well as their level of contribution and belonging 

within it. These expansive notions require the participant to consider not just themselves, but 

their role as a social being within their society and environment and again may not align with 

their personal sense of wellbeing. To address this limitation, the participants were 

encouraged to take time in considering their responses and to ask for any clarifications as 

they completed the questionnaires. 
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Te Whare Tapa Whā and PERMA - a culturally connected strengths-
based approach 

The use of positive psychology principles through the PERMA model, with mātauranga 

(knowledge) Māori, specifically Te Whare Tapa Whā, creates a holistic framework of health 

that allows for the establishment of a culturally responsive view of flourishing for New 

Zealand youth. This approach allows for both psychological science and indigenous 

knowledge, encapsulating a more holistic and responsive understanding of flourishing. For 

this study, Te Whare Tapa Whā was used as a primary framework, with PERMA used as a 

complementary lens to enrich the understanding of wellbeing dimensions within the model. 

 

Te Whare Tapa Whā framework ensures cultural relevance, and the MHC-SF has previously 

been used and validated in the New Zealand context (Reid et al., 2014), While these two 

models of wellbeing have not previously been used together, the use of positive psychology 

alongside culturally embedded frameworks such as Te Whare Tapa Whā has been explored.  

A 2021 literature review of Māori models of health suggested that the PERMA model has 

some conceptual overlaps with Te Whare Tapa Whā, and could enrich wellbeing 

measurement and avoid over-reliance on Western models (Wilson et al., 2021). 

 

When used together, the two models provide cultural integrity and conceptual breadth. Te 

Whare Tapa Whā ensures the research and findings remain grounded in New Zealand’s 

bicultural context, recognising Māori worldviews of holistic wellbeing. PERMA then 

complements this with the language of positive psychology, aligning with the study’s focus on 

flourishing through connection and challenge. The use of the model’s side by side 

strengthens the study's coherence and supports the representation of wellbeing as an 

embodied, relational and evolving construct. 

 

The findings from this study will be presented numerically to indicate shifts in the four taha of 

hauora, and in the 14 MHC-SF items. The emergent themes from the qualitative data will be 

presented within the four taha of Te Whare Tapa Whā as primary deductive parent codes. 

PERMA will then be used to inform inductive subcodes where specific aspects of flourishing 

and growth can be explored. These frameworks and themes are supported by direct quotes 

contributed by the participants through interviews and journaling. 

 

Survey Data  

Eight participants completed pre- and post-surveys. Each participant’s results are presented 

as pre- and post to represent any shift in either direction. A mean score for the whole group 
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was derived for each question. The standard deviation from the mean was attained, and a 

95% confidence interval was established using the statistical significance set at p < .05. 

Attaining a 95% confidence level was important as the quantitative results will be used to 

support the qualitative data, and this increases trustworthiness and provides quantitative 

context.  

 

The results from both the Hua Oranga and MHC-SF surveys are outlined in the tūtohi 

(tables) below. Results are shown for eight participants. As she did not complete the surfing 

intervention programme, Charlie’s results were not included in the quantitative analysis. For 

both surveys, the participants did not have access to their pre-test surveys when completing 

their post-programme surveys. The post-surveys for both Hua Oranga and MHC-SF were 

completed within a few days of the programme finishing. The scores are presented within two 

decimal places. 

 

Wilcoxon signed rank tests were completed using NUMIQO software to produce a Wilcoxon 

Test statistic (W), z-score (z), p-value (p), and effect size I (numiqo Team, 2025). For each 

survey, there is data to represent the participants’ group total shift and is then broken down to 

each subdomain. For Te Whare Tapa Whā this is the four taha (hinengaro, wairua, tinana and 

whanau), and for the MHC-SF it is the three domains of hedonic, social eudaimonic, and 

psychological eudaimonic. The null hypothesis for each is that there will be no difference in 

wellbeing domain before and after the surfing programme. This test was used to compare 

two related groups with categorical data and to determine if they are statistically different 

from each other. It was used because it is designed for situations where the same subjects 

are measured twice, making it ideal for comparison of pre- and post- test results. 

 

Boxplot graphs were used to present the results of the Wilcoxon signed-rank tests. The box 

shows the interquartile range (middle 50% of data), the line inside the box is the median, and 

the whiskers extend to the minimum and maximum values. If any outliers are present, they 

are shown as individual points. The Wilcoxon signed-rank test has a level of significance of 

0.05. 

Data collection and analysis 

This study adopts a mixed-methods approach to provide a more nuanced and holistic 

understanding of youth mental health within the context of a place-responsive outdoor 

programme. The choice of a mixed methods design is consistent with the study’s 

constructivist ontology and interpretivist epistemology, recognising that each provides 

different, yet complementary, insights. The study adopts a complementarity design (Greene 

et al., 1989), where quantitative (surveys) and qualitative (journals and interviews) methods 
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are used to highlight different facets of participant wellbeing. To ensure a strong mixed-

methods design and avoid generating isolated parallel findings, this study intentionally 

integrates both sets of data in an ongoing analytical dialogue (Tashakkori & Creswell, 2007). 

The quantitative self-report tools provide structure, and from a practical perspective, this data 

can be very valuable for schools and other providers looking to adopt the programme. School 

leaders can be data-informed when making decisions about the experiences they include 

into their co-curricular space. The qualitative data deepens and provides meaning to, and 

new insights from, these findings. The self-reporting questionnaires (SRQ) provide a 

structured framework for self-assessment; however, they must not be viewed in isolation but 

are rather interpreted alongside the narrative qualitative data to provide a rich and layered 

understanding of youth experiences in outdoor programmes. The complementary methods 

allow us to hear the rich stories from each participant, but also gain confidence from the 

qualitative findings, with each method appealing to a different audience. The interweaving of 

numerical metrics with qualitative stories help to illuminate how and where changes 

occurred. 

  

A mixed-methods approach draws on the strengths of qualitative and quantitative data, 

integrating both to generate a richer, more comprehensive understanding of complex 

phenomena (Shorten & Smith, 2017). From a quantitative perspective, the survey data were 

gathered to indicate any numerical shifts in wellbeing over the course of the programme. This 

is valuable, as quantitative data offers insights that can be statistically analysed to indicate 

the direction and extent of any changes. However, it is important to note that SRQ are not 

inherently objective and do rely on the subjective perceptions and participant willingness to 

self-disclose. A similar use of SRQ and subsequent interviews looked at the efficacy of an 

eight-week ‘Pause, Breathe, Smile’ mindfulness programme on New Zealand rangitahi, 

finding the qualitative data corroborated the quantitative measures, in part by helping to 

explain how and why wellbeing had changed (Bernay et al., 2016). The alignment of the two 

methods helped to gain insight and deepened understanding. Gathering quantitative data 

reduces researcher bias by using numerical evidence to represent perceptions. The inherent 

structure of quantitative data also increases the potential for replicability, allowing others to 

apply similar methods across different programmes or contexts (Henline-Hall, 2024). 

 

Qualitative information was gathered as the primary means of exploring complexities and key 

factors underpinning participants’ experiences, with the quantitative data serving to indicate 

contributing factors where shifts in wellbeing may have occurred. The stories of each 

participant provided rich narrative insights that contextualised and deepened the 

understanding of any statistically significant shifts in survey results. As discussed in the 

literature review, the two surveys used to gather quantitative data are well tested and 
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reliable, however, the qualitative methods provided the most nuances and valuable 

information for interpretation.  

 

Qualitative data were collected via focus groups and individual interviews, as well as 

participant journaling. The researcher also kept a weekly journal with information on the 

conditions and participant experiences, including informal conversations on the way to and 

from the beach, which further informed the qualitative analysis. This enabled the researcher 

to keep real-time insights and to maintain an audit trail of how the programme developed. 

The addition of journaling was provided so participants could reflect between each weekly 

surf, although only four participants used these. Journaling was used as a tool for collecting 

reflections on a regular basis, and for those who were not as confident during the interviews. 

Journaling was added to increase the rigour and depth of understanding into participant 

insights, while also providing a platform to share any sensitive topics (Tuckett & Stewart, 

2004). Journaling does have its limitations, with inconsistent collection across participants 

due to motivation, time or memory.  

 

In keeping with the interpretivist paradigm, semi-structured interviews are appropriate for 

enabling participants to interpret their experiences, allowing them to contribute what they feel 

is important and relevant to the programme and their personal wellbeing (“(PDF) Theoretical 

Frameworks Used to Inform Qualitative Mental Health Research,” 2024; Silverman, 2015). It 

must be acknowledged that there are challenges in the techniques needed for semi-

structured interviews, and researcher bias will be mitigated by avoiding leading questions 

and by probing into all insights. 

Research Structure and Timeline 

The total timeframe of the research was nine months, but there were various stages of 

participation. Over the course of 10 weeks, the participants were involved in a weekly 90-

minute practical session based on learning to surf and ocean knowledge. These began with a 

discussion on weather and surf conditions, safety considerations, and daily goals for 

everyone. The sessions progressed each participant through ocean knowledge, paddling, 

basic techniques, and eventually standing up on their surfboards. The participants could let 

the student facilitators know whether they wanted a specific skill progression or if they just 

wanted to be left to self-manage, under the watchful eye of the facilitators. The weekly 

sessions closed with a recap of the skills learnt that day, and any specific issues that arose, 

for example, navigating a particularly challenging rip current. Participants were encouraged 

to share how they overcame challenges and they contributed as to how they could better 

manage the situation in the future. As time progressed, the participants would offer tips and 

encouragement to others during these debrief sessions. After each session, they were 
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reminded to complete a diary or blog entry around the day. Participants were required to 

complete two surveys regarding certain aspects of wellbeing. The first survey occurred at the 

start (week one prior to going surfing) and at the end of the 10-week programme (week 10). 

Each participant was also involved in four interviews of up to an hour each as shown on the 

tutohi (table) below. Two of these were completed as a whole group, and the other two were 

individual interviews. 

 

During analysis, the different sources of data were integrated to build an understanding of the 

participants’ experiences. Quantitative wellbeing scores were cross-referenced with relevant 

narrative from their journals, individual interviews and full focus group discussions. The 

integration helped to identify wellbeing changes and insights across the whole programme 

from individuals and the group. 

 
A structure was followed to ensure the programme was completed in the allocated ten weeks 

and to meet safety considerations as the participants progressed. The programme timeline is 

presented below. 

 
Tūtohi 1 Overview of data collection timeline 

Timeline  
 

Programme Qualitative data Quantitative data 

Week 1 Surfing programme 
begins 

 Hua Oranga and 
MHC-SF pre surveys 

Week 2  Group interview  

Weeks 6-7 

 

 Individual interviews  

Week 10 Surfing programme 
ends 

Journals collected Hua Oranga and 
MHC-SF post 

surveys 
Week 13  Group interview  

Weeks 31-33  Individual interviews  

 

The process steps are further explained: 

February (week 1) 
Participants completed two surveys - (Hua Oranga and Te Whare Tapa Whā) to gather 

baseline quantitative data on feelings of perceived wellbeing before the start of the surfing 

programme. This was on the first day of the programme and before going to the first beach-

based session. 
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February (week 2) 
During week two, participants were involved in a focus group interview following the 

indicative questions in Appendix C. All participants were involved in the interview and were 

able to contribute. 

 

February to April (weeks 1-10) 
Participants were involved in a ten-week learn to surf programme, facilitated by senior 

students. This was once a week for approximately ninety minutes on a Wednesday 

afternoon. The researcher adapted a surfing programme to suit the timeframe and group 

size. Participants were prompted to journal after each session, and the researcher kept a 

weekly journal. 

 

March (weeks 6-7) 
Through weeks six and seven of the programme, the participants were involved in individual 

interviews of up to one hour each. These followed the indicative questions as previously 

included in a semi-structured format.  

 

April (week 10) 
After the last session of the learn to surf programme, the participants completed two surveys 

- (Hua Oranga and MHC-SF) to gather post-programme quantitative data on feelings of 

perceived wellbeing. 

 

April (week 13) 
All participants were involved in a focus group interview in the week after the programme 

finished, following the indicative questions but with an added focus on any wellbeing shifts 

they felt had occurred. Journals were handed to the researcher to support qualitative data. 

 

September/October (weeks 31-33) 
Participants were involved in individual semi-structured interviews of up to one hour following 

the indicative questions. There was a focus on understanding any themes from the shifts in 

their quantitative survey data, with specific questions for each participant based on their 

results. A deeper investigation into journal entries and comments from previous interviews 

prompted questions for everyone. These interviews were individualised more than the 

previous ones, and enabled participants to contribute their thoughts around topics such as 

the value for broader school structures. 
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Programme Design 

Programme development 

As previously identified, this programme was informed by Wattchow and Browns (2011) four 

signposts for place-responsive outdoor-based education, to foster meaningful and 

sustainable relationships between participants and the environment. Underpinning this 

programme is the understanding, that experiences that are accessible and localised to the 

participant are more likely to be repeated by the participant. The programme was facilitated 

by senior student facilitators from the same school-kura as the participants, and both 

participant and facilitator groups were all female. The inherent risks within surfing as an 

activity were also respected identified, discussed, and mitigated. 

The Programme - an Overview 

The surfing programme was shaped through a reciprocal relationship with the beach, 

drawing on its unique localised qualities as well as the expertise of the researcher and 

student facilitators. The context of surfing was used as it is a popular activity in this coastal 

town, and the participants all understood the activity in some way, as they live in a city lined 

with beaches. The school already used surfing as a context in outdoor education, so it had 

equipment available for use.  

 

A school term in Aotearoa is ten or eleven weeks long, so the research surf programme was 

run for a ten-week block during the first term of the year. Term one is during the summer 

months, though the ambient and water temperature starts to cool down towards the start of 

April, just as the programme was coming to an end. The participants were recruited at the 

end of the previous year, and contact was made at the end of the summer break, so the 

group were ready to start as soon as school began in February. There was no cost to the 

participants as the school owns a quiver (set) of surfboards, and senior students were 

recruited to act as facilitators for the programme.  

Surfing progressions 

A four-part series of learn to surfing progressions was adapted by the researcher and is 

attached in the appendices. The programme is progressive by nature, but it is intended that 

individuals may be at different levels and may even regress at some points. At all stages of 

the programme, the senior student facilitators provided the delivery to the participants. Every 

week, the facilitators and the researcher discussed where individuals were on the surf 

progression programme, and how they could be supported in their progress. The facilitators 

completed part one of the series during a swimming pool session on the first day of the 

programme. Subsequent weeks progressed in a relatively linear fashion through the fifteen 
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steps that are integrated into the four-part progression programme. This began with 

understanding the equipment, especially the safety and use of a leash that always attaches 

the surfer to the surfboard. The remaining parts of the progression went from lying on a 

board, pushing up, rolling a board, and eventually to standing up. If a participant did manage 

to stand up, they progressed to catching green waves and surfing along them.            

 

As participants did not progress at the same rate and in keeping with the action research 

programme design, the facilitators and researcher discussed group management and 

appropriate individual progressions before each surfing session. The high ratio (just under 

1:2) of student facilitators (5) to participants (9) allowed individuals to be supported in their 

daily goals, including if they just wanted to work on a skill individually while being supervised. 

 

Surf lifesaving and other safety equipment 

A full safety management plan was completed by the researcher, which covered the entirety 

of the programme. A consultation with Surf Life Saving New Zealand took place and tested 

the efficacy of the safety structure, gaining support from Surf Life Saving New Zealand Youth 

Education Manager. A letter of confidence from Dani Shepherd, about the programme and 

safety plan, is present in the appendices. 

 

Initially, the participants engaged in a safety and skill session in the swimming pool, which 

allowed the researcher and student facilitators to understand the water confidence level of 

each participant. This session covered observation of the participants swimming several 

lengths of the pool and completing some unassisted floating. Participants were then 

introduced to the surfboard, including which leg to put their safety leash on. Basic skills were 

taught in the pool, including paddling in a straight line, how to roll a surfboard, and how to 

cover their head when they came off their board. 

 

Safety and group management were discussed and reviewed by the student facilitators and 

the researcher at each session. The facilitators were able to adapt progressions based on 

the conditions and confidence of the participants on the day. There were surfboards and a 

surf lifesaving rescue tube at each session on the beach, and the researcher and student 

facilitators had experience using this equipment for safety management purposes. The 

participants were taught common surf lifesaving hand signals, including the sign for ‘come 

back in’. When this signal was engaged, all participants returned to the beach. There was 

also a mobile phone on the beach for emergency communications. The researcher provided 

a first aid kit for any situations that required it, but none arose during the duration of the 

programme. 
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When the group arrived at the beach for each surfing session, they would talk as a group 

about the conditions and the specific daily goals. Daily safety covered discussing the rips and 

currents, creating a safe activity boundary, focusing on daily goals and tide issues, for 

example if the waves were breaking into shallow water. This briefing was initially run through 

by the student facilitators, but after several weeks, the participants would initiate the safety 

briefing themselves.  

Research Context  

The school  

Mount Maunganui College is a co-coeducational years nine to thirteen high school with just 

under 1800 students. The school is located very close to the coast and within a one-hour 

drive there are other activities such as world-class mountain biking, white water kayaking and 

rafting, and bush walks. The school has adopted a place-responsive approach to their 

outdoor education programme and makes good use of the local area and the expertise of the 

staff. There are strong and well-recognised outdoor education and education outside the 

classroom (EOTC) programmes in the school. Consent for my research was gained from the 

Principal and Board of Trustees, who govern the school, to ensure they were fully aware of 

the research programme occurring in the school. The Principal and Board of Trustees were 

supportive of the research programme. 

Research participants  

I chose to have all female participants and senior student facilitators in response to females 

in Aotearoa having poor mental health outcome statistics and the lesser time spent in both 

physical activity and the outdoors. The research of Evans et. al. (2020) on outdoor-based 

interventions for all girls, found that the single sex environment tended to reduce competition, 

enhance participation and allow the girls to focus on personal growth. The addition of the 

female student facilitators who were competent and confident in the activity, allowed for a 

layer of role modelling which studies have found to be valuable and important to participants 

(Culp, 1998; Evans et al., 2020). 

Selection of participants 

The target group for this project was females from the Year 11 (2024) cohort. An 

advertisement was produced and provided for the year level Dean to review prior to 

presenting it to the students. At the time of this research the whole female cohort in Year 11 

was approximately 200 students. In accordance with the ethics process, the year level Dean 

held an assembly during a normal non-teaching period and read out the advertisement. The 
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five senior (Year 12 and 13) student facilitators were at the assembly and were able to 

answer any queries from the Year 11 students 

 

 This advertisement was presented as follows: 

(The researcher) is conducting research next year on how physical activity and the 

outdoors affect mental health. She is looking for a group of female students to be the 

participants. You would be part of a large research project that is hoping to help 

young people find ways to support good mental health. 

The research involves being interviewed several times and filling in surveys. 

The activity you will be learning is surfing, and you will be doing a 10-week 

programme through term one. This will be every Wednesday (term one only), through 

lunchtime and period 5, so you will not be doing the Future Pathways study 

programme for term one. You will not be disadvantaged and if you miss anything you 

will be caught up in term two. The surfing programme stops after term one but there 

will be a further interview and surveys after this. The surfing programme is run by five 

senior students (female). 

The criteria are: 

• Do you want to learn to surf and haven’t really tried it before? 

• Are you confident in the swimming pool and the ocean? 

• Are you willing to use your unstructured period on Wednesday last period? 

• Are you willing to be involved in a research project that spans over several 

months and has a focus on emotional wellbeing? 

 

The interested participants provided their names, so the Dean was able to email their 

caregiver/parent with information about the research and consent forms. At this point, the 

Year 11 students were informed that if they did not wish to continue participation, they could 

let the Dean or student facilitators know at any stage of the recruitment process. The student 

facilitators then provided a further information pack to the interested students. These packs 

contained full participant and caregiver information and consent and assent forms. The 

prospective participants were given two weeks to return the consent and assent forms after 

speaking with their family. The first twelve who return the forms would become the research 

participants, and their confidentiality maintained from this point using pseudonyms.  

 

Consent and assent forms were returned to the school administrator, who passed them on to 

the researcher after two weeks. After a lot of initial interest in the programme, approximately 

forty information packs were given out to potential participants. The programme was to be 

facilitated each Wednesday from 1.30-3 pm, a time that was chosen as it is the school’s 

unstructured study time for senior students. This was specifically chosen as there would be 
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no impact on the participants in terms of lost learning time. However, due to late changes in 

school structure, this time became unavailable to some potential participants. This is 

elaborated on further in the limitations section. 

The participants 

After the recruitment process, there was a research group of nine participants. Whilst they 

were all from the same year group at the school, they were not necessarily well known to 

each other. An introduction to the participants below, allows some context for their 

experiences and contributing narratives. Each participant is briefly introduced in this section 

with some insights into their personality and background, where relevant to the research. 

 

Huia is the most experienced surfer in the group, having been to a few lessons previously. 

She doesn’t surf in her own time but has an affinity for the activity. She is a very determined 

person and involves herself in a wide range of activities and advocacy situations. She is 

proudly mana wāhine and is actively working to strengthen her connection to Te Ao Māori. 

 

Rose is a bubbly and positive participant who loves the beach and swimming in the ocean. 

She loves trying things and is very social. She is rarely alone but rather enjoys being 

surrounded by close friends. She was encouraging of her friends in the programme as they 

improved and challenged themselves. 

 

Aria is quiet and reserved but has a very determined personality. She never appears 

stressed or anxious and will often be the first into the water. She didn't socialise much within 

the group and preferred to get as many waves as possible. She is also in an outdoor 

education class that is learning to surf concurrently with the programme timing. 

 

Mia seems reasonably apathetic to the activity of surfing but is keen on the social aspects of 

the programme. She spends time at the beach mostly swimming and ‘playing mermaids’. 

She is the most anxious about the surf and beach conditions and prefers to stay close to 

shore in bigger waves.   

 

Charlie appears outgoing and is very physically active, mostly in basketball. She is American 

and from a large family. She spends quite a bit of time at the beach and has been involved in 

a variety of activities, which her mother strongly encourages. She has a high needs sister 

that she finds challenging to navigate at times. She withdraws from the surfing programme 

after two surfs but continues to contribute to interviews and survey data. 

 

Kya is a reflective thinker who absorbs learning and tries hard to improve from the start of the 

programme. She is from a large and close-knit family that spends time doing activities 
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together. She is keen to get to a point where she can confidently surf with her mother, who is 

a surfer herself. She is grateful and curious by nature. 

 

Lily is self-declared as anti-physical activity. She loves learning to surf but does not view it as 

exercise, although she worked hard to improve. She has a blend of time alone on waves and 

with friends just floating around. She loves the ocean and is reflective of her time there.  

 

Esther is initially a quiet member of the group but grows in confidence quickly. She is from 

South Africa and has been in New Zealand for some years. She has never been involved in 

surfing as an activity and hasn’t spent a lot of time at the beach. During an interview, she 

discloses that her brother drowned as an infant. 

 

Elandri has a strong, quiet personality type, and she is very independent. She is also from 

South Africa and remains very connected to there as home. She listens and acts on all 

feedback and doggedly tries new things. She is grateful by nature and can contrast her 

experiences between South Africa and New Zealand as a young person. 

 

The participants were all quite different personalities and had differing motivations for 

participating in the programme. As the programme went on, the group became more 

cohesive, and participants would join different members of the group for their surfing. It was 

clear during the second focus group interview, when all participants were together, that they 

had become a close-knit group and were united in their understanding of the experiences 

they had together.  

Selection of helpers 

Five senior students were approached to facilitate the programme. They are referred to as 

student facilitators. They were all female and in either Year 12 or 13 in the year of the 

research. Their ages ranged from 16-18 years. Two of the student facilitators were 

competitive surfers, and three were surf lifesavers who also spend some time surfing, so 

there was a lot of experience in the group. All the students facilitators were 16 or over and 

therefore able to provide their own consent. However, their parents were informed and 

provided information about the programme. All five student facilitators remained committed 

for the entirety of the programme, with a minimum of four attending each session. 

 

The student facilitators were offered some volunteer hours as part of the school’s community 

service programme. In their senior years (Years 12 and 13), to graduate from this school, 

students are required to complete community service hours in school and in the community. 

This research programme allowed them to complete their in-school service hours. However, 
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all of the student facilitators had double or triple their required hours from a variety of 

sources, so helping with the research programme was not the key driver for them. 

Data Collection Methods 

There were several data collection methods used: focus group and individual interviews, two 

Likert scale surveys, and participant journals. The researcher also had a weekly journal from 

each surfing session. 

Focus group and individual interviews 

Semi-structured interviews were used for both the focus group and individual interviews.  

There were two semi-structured focus group interviews completed, each approximately one 

hour in length. One at the start of the learn to surf programme in February (week one) and 

another at programme completion in April (week 13). The following guidelines were used in 

the interviews. There were two individual interviews for each participant, one during Weeks 6 

or 7 of the programme and the other six months after completion of the programme (Weeks 

31-33). The latter was based on the participants' journal entries and aimed to further 

comment on emerging themes or areas of interest that require elaboration. 

 

A guide for the interviews was developed to maintain consistency and focus the interviews. 

Indicative interview questions 

• Tell me about this week’s surfing session. (expand on high or lowlights). 

Shifts in hauora/wellbeing 

• How do you feel during a surfing session? What led you to feel this way? 

Further explain. Is this feeling just during/around the activity, or does it 

extend further into your week?  

• Thinking of the four aspects of hauora, tell me about anything that has 

changed (positive or negative). What do you think has led to this change? 

Environmental stewardship/kaitiakitanga 

• Have your feelings about the environment we surf in (beach and ocean) 

changed since we started the programme? What has led you to feel this 

way?  

Lifestyle-based strategies 

• Your lifestyle has changed to include weekly beach and surfing sessions 

during this programme. Tell me about how this has made you feel.  

Further implementation 

• Tell me if you feel an activity like this could be part of your lifestyle going 

forward. What has made you feel this way? 
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For the individual interviews, after the completion of the programme, there was a focus on 

digging into excerpts from participant journal entries to further elaborate on key themes or 

points of interest. The participants were also informed of any key shifts in their survey data, 

and further detail on these shifts was extrapolated and expanded upon. 

Surveys 

As previously described, there were two surveys used to gather quantitative data. The Hua 

Oranga model, based on the Te Whare Tapa Whā model, indicates an individual's sense of 

wellbeing over physical, emotional, social, and spiritual factors on a Likert scale. The second 

model is the adolescent version of the Mental Health Continuum-Short Form (MHC-SF), 

which presents fourteen questions and indicates a scale of ‘flourishing’ through to 

‘languishing’. Both surveys were presented by the researcher at the beginning of the 

programme and discussed and explained with the participants. At this time, participants were 

encouraged to clarify anything as needed. When the participants were required to complete 

the surveys, they were informed that there was no time limit on how long they should take to 

complete the forms, and that any questions could still be raised. They were in a quiet area 

and spread out from other participants so they could complete the surveys confidentially and 

in their own time.  

Both surveys are available to view in the appendices. 

Journaling 

The journals were less structured than the other data gathering methods, but participants 

were provided with a rough guideline if they chose to follow this. They were reminded of Te 

Whare Tapa Whā before the programme and provided with a copy of the model within their 

journals. As this model is frequently used in the New Zealand curriculum and in our 

classrooms, their knowledge of the model and each aspect of our wellbeing may just need to 

be reminded to them. Participants were guided to focus on each of the four aspects of the 

model when reflecting on their daily surfing session, and include any other anecdotes, 

thoughts or feelings about how they are feeling or about the activity. This was important for 

some participants as they had the opportunity to reflect between weekly surfing. The analysis 

of the journals was again a thematic analysis, where ideas were grouped according to the 

importance placed on them by the participants. Specific quotes were used to support 

themes. If a student did not want to share all or some of their journals, they had the right to 

withdraw them.  



 66 

Data Analysis Methods/Techniques  

There were several sets of data to analyse, both quantitative and qualitative. The quantitative 

data were analysed as a statistical foundation for the richness that the qualitative data 

provided. 

Quantitative data 

The responses on both surveys’ Likert scales were assigned numbers from one to five or six, 

enabling the differences in scores to be identified. The Hua Oranga Likert scale ranged from 

one (extremely good) to five (very bad), while the MHC-SF Likert scale ranged from zero 

(every day) to five (never). The MHC-SF was completed at the same time as the Hua Oranga 

survey for both the first and second rounds. For the MHC-SF, participants were placed into 

flourishing, languishing or moderate mental health categories based on their results. To 

gain a flourishing, a total of seven entries had to be ranked either four or five points, with at 

least one of those within the first three questions, and six in the remainder. The opposite 

explains the languishing category, with participants needing to have a score of zero or one 

for seven of the questions. All other results place the participant as having moderate mental 

health. 

 

The data was analysed using pre- and post-programme scores for both surveys. The Hua 

Oranga test was also broken down to the four taha – taha hinenegaro, taha wairua, taha 

tinana and taha whānau. The MHC-SF was analysed for total shifts across the whole survey 

and then broken down to the three domains of hedonic wellbeing, eudaimonic social, and 

eudaimonic psychological. An overall score for each participant was entered to determine 

their scores as languishing, moderate, or flourishing in the pre- and post-test scores.  

 

A Wilcoxon signed-rank test was chosen as a non-parametric test and was used to 

determine if there was a statistically significant difference between the pre- and post-test 

scores. This test was chosen as it is suitable for small samples and due to the ordinal nature 

of the Likert-scale data. Non-parametric approaches, such as the Wilcoxon signed-rank test, 

are more robust under these settings and provide greater confidence in assessing the both 

the magnitude and the likelihood of the effect. The outputs were the following: 

• test statistic (W) represents the sum of the ranks of positive differences. 

• z-Score (z) represents how many standard deviations a data point is from the mean. 

• p-value (p) represents the probability of attaining results if a null hypothesis is true. 

Statistical significance was based on the following thresholds: 

 
Tūtohi  2 p-value (p) ranges 
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Insignificant p > 0.10 

Marginally significant 0.05 < p <0.10 
 

Significant p <0.05 

 

• Effect Size I represents the strengths of a relationship between variables.  

 

The effect size was extracted from the NUMIQO software (numiqo Team, 2025).  

 
Tūtohi  3 Effect size(r) ranges 

|r| < 0.1 no effect / very small effect 

|r| = 0.1 small effect 

|r| = 0.3 medium effect 

|r| = 0.5 large effect 

 

The mean difference and statistical significance were used to determine if any changes in 

responses were due to the programme rather than chance, and the direction of change 

indicated if the scores increased or decreased (Henline-Hall, 2024). The combination of 

these metrics determined whether any changes were meaningful. 

Qualitative data 

The qualitative data from the two sets of group and individual interviews were audio recorded 

and later transcribed verbatim using the Nvivo software. A deductive approach for the data 

was used, with the four taha of Te Whare Tapa Whā as parent codes. The interviews were 

read and reread to ensure the themes were coded correctly. The interviews and journal 

entries were then coded with an inductive approach, where themes emerged under each 

parent code. The inductive approach allowed for flexibility as participants’ insights arose, with 

the researcher staying close to the data to ensure the integrity of the participant quotes and 

experiences (Azungah, 2018). The collection of data through mixed methods has allowed 

integration of themes with numerical data throughout the analysis. 

 

The qualitative data have been analysed in three separate sets: 

1. First group interview, early journal entries (very early).  

2. First individual interviews, second group interview, and later journal entries (during). 

3. Second individual interviews (after). 

 

https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=TQ0DsZ
https://www.zotero.org/google-docs/?broken=TQ0DsZ
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These sets represented the participants’ experiences very early, during and after the surfing 

programme. Each parent code of Te Whare Tapa Whā then had 2-4 sub-themes that 

emerged during inductive analysis. 

Methodological limitations  

Several limitations occurred that were out of the control of the researcher. None of the 

limitations negatively impacted the running of the programme and research. 

 

Participant group size 

A primary limitation of this research was the size of the participant group. There was 

significant interest in the programme at the outset, with around 40 information packs given 

out at assembly by the Dean and student facilitators. However, due to the constraints on 

time, many of the interested participants were unable to commit. The programme intended to 

avoid all curriculum-based learning time, and at the time of the assembly, the Wednesday 

afternoon was an unstructured study time for the Year 11. The introduction of the new literacy 

and numeracy requirements by the Ministry of Education means that all students in Aotearoa 

must sit examinations to gain their overall qualification, and these are generally in Year 10 or 

11. The students who had not passed their examinations in Year 10 were required to attend 

compulsory tutorials on Wednesday afternoons to prepare them for the next round of 

examinations, so they were unable to attend the surfing programme. This impacted many of 

the interested students and reduced the number. 

 

A second reason for interested students withdrawing was social reasons. Some of the 

students were very keen to be included in the programme, but their friends were impacted by 

the tutorials, so as a whole social group, they did not return any permission slips. One 

student was impacted by a serious illness and had to withdraw.  

 

Impact of the weekly time allocated 

In choosing a weekly day and time to conduct the programme, it was important to avoid any 

existing curriculum time constraints. As noted, Wednesday afternoon was the best fit for 

avoiding curriculum teaching time. The limitation was that the programme ran during this time 

regardless of the weather and conditions, potentially being better during other times of the 

week. Ultimately, this was unavoidable and was not a serious limitation, as noted in the 

researcher’s journal. 
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Environmental conditions 

As the surfing was limited to a 90-minute weekly session, the weather and surf conditions 

had an impact. In Aotearoa New Zealand, the ocean reaches temperatures of up to 22 

degrees, and the air temperatures up to 30 degrees. There is typically an onshore breeze in 

the afternoons through summer, so in this situation, the wave conditions become less smooth 

and easier to ride. The wave conditions were variable, but the programme was able to 

progress each Wednesday as the waves did not reach extreme conditions. The water 

temperature reduced slightly in this time, and the air temperature only began to get lower in 

the last two weeks. The school had several wetsuits to borrow, and some participants had 

their own, so in the last two sessions (weeks 10 and 11), most of them used these. 

 

Surfboard access 

The school has a set of foam top surfboards that students can use during outdoor education 

classes or other EOTC events. These were used for the programme as they are free to use 

for any student in the school, and accessible as they are locked away in a shed on-site. In 

one of the planned sessions, the group was unable to progress in line with the programme as 

we were unable to access the surfboards. The lock on the door became jammed and could 

not be fixed in the time we had available. On discussion with the participants, it was decided 

to go to the beach and to use other available equipment. Some participants took bodyboards, 

while others chose to swim. While the planned surfing did not occur, several of the 

participants mentioned the differences in the day during interviews and how they enjoyed 

going to the beach regardless. 

 

Power imbalance 

The ethics process identified a potential imbalance of power between the researcher and 

participants due to the researcher being a member of staff at the participants’ school. The 

ethics process was completed and the issue mitigated, but the relationships remained. For 

safety reasons, the researcher was at every surfing session of the programme, and there 

were a few times where the participants came to the researcher for support or advice on their 

surfing. They were directed to the student facilitators, and it was understandable that having 

the researcher nearby made the boundaries a bit unclear. 

 

Participant sickness 

As the season shifted from summer to autumn, several of the participants became unwell, 

including one who got pneumonia. This impacted progression in terms of surfing, though 

even when unwell, the participants would come to the beach and support the group. Every 

participant missed at least one session due to illness.  
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Journal entries 

Only four of the participants chose to complete journal entries. Those who did, provided 

valuable qualitative data, in hindsight, it would have been beneficial to have this aspect as a 

compulsory part of the programme. The journal entries were analysed separately from the 

interviews and included in the discussion under the key concepts and themes as a 

supporting narrative. 

 

Participant withdrawal 

Beyond week three of the programme (one swimming pool and two surfing), one of the 

participants withdrew from the physical aspects. She did, however, continue to contribute to 

interviews. The participant was having some personal challenges, which are highlighted 

through the data analysis and discussion with her permission. 

 

Methodology Summary 

This chapter has outlined the methodology used to investigate whether participation in 

challenging outdoors-based activity could enhance the emotional wellbeing of young females 

in Aotearoa. A constructivist approach identifies the impacts of the modern world on youths’ 

construction of mental health, while interpretivism shows how they place themselves and 

their lived experiences within that.  

 

A surfing programme grounded in action research theory laid the context for participants’ 

experiences, where they could learn a challenging new skill through progressions with strong 

safety management in place. The action research process was implemented through 

providing an instructional progressive template, but then individualising this based on 

participants’ progression and environmental conditions. The weekly individualised co-

construction led to a trusting relationship between participant, student facilitators and at times 

the ocean.   

 

Data was attained through the collection of pre- and post-test scores from two surveys, as 

well as focus group interviews and individual interviews, and journaling. This mixed-methods 

approach allowed for the rich narratives of the participants to be used alongside the 

statistical impacts of the surveys. The data was analysed qualitatively through a thematic 

analysis, and quantitative data using the Wilcoxon signed-rank test, with this statistical 

information used as a reliable and non-biased source. The rich narrative from the participants 
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integrated with the numerical data, together allowing for a nuanced view of wellbeing shifts 

through the programme. 

 

Whilst several limitations have been highlighted through the methodology, they were 

mitigated or limited in impact on the programme and research. The framework laid from 

these methodologies allow for a strong foundation going into the data analysis and 

discussion in the subsequent chapters. 
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Chapter 4 Findings 
The findings in this chapter underscore the various impacts the surfing programme had on 

participants, leading with a separate analysis of quantitative and qualitative data. The 

following chapter outlines the findings from both qualitative and quantitative data sets. 

Hua Oranga survey results 

The table below outlines the mean shifts, standard deviation, and Wilcoxon signed-rank test 

results for each of the four wellbeing domains, including a total group score across all four 

taha or domains. The standard deviation of 0.27 indicated low variability in responses, which 

enhances confidence in the consistency of the positive shift. 

 
Tūtohi  4 Overview of Hua Oranga results 

Taha M SD W z p r 

All taha 1.25 0.27 0.00 -1.83 0.10 0.91 

Whānau 1.5 1.41 0.00 -2.23 0.034 0.79 

Hinengaro 1.38 1.19 0.00 -2.23 0.034 0.79 

Wairua 1.25 1.04 0.00 -2.23 0.034 0.79 

Tinana 0.88 0.35 0.00 -2.65 0.011 0.94 

Footnote: M =(Mean) SD =(Standard Deviation) W =(Wilcoxon Statistic) z =(z-score/Standard score) p =(p-value/Probability 

value) r =(effect size) 

 

With positive shifts in all four taha between 0.88 and 1.5 points, the Hua Oranga survey set 

indicates the participants improved in all aspects of wellbeing over the course of the 

programme. While taha tinana had a positive shift of 0.88, this did not change the overall 

score and was not statistically significant. The average of 1.25-point improvement (M = 1.25) 

raised every taha at least one Likert point, from rating as not good (2) and just okay (3) in 

that wellbeing aspect, to consistently being rated in the good (4) category across all four 

taha. The largest shift was in taha whanau, or social wellbeing, with taha hinengaro showing 

the next largest improvement. At the post-test, all four taha mean scores landed between 4 

and 4.5 out of a possible five, indicating an overall balance in the four taha of wellbeing. 

While taha tinana had the least total improvement, this aspect did have the highest mean 

score overall in the pre-test, indicating there was less potential for a shift. 
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The table and boxplot below outline the results of the Wilcoxon signed-rank test and are 

followed by an interpretation. 

 

 
Whakaahua 3 Overall wellbeing scores according to the Hua Oranga 

Interpretation 

The results indicated no statistically significant difference between the two time points, W = 
0.00, Z = -1.83, p = 0.10, meaning we fail to reject the null hypothesis. However, the effect 

size was large (r = .91), suggesting that while the change was not statistically significant, the 

post-test scores show very little variability and are substantially higher. The post-test scores 

are not only higher but are also more consistent, indicating a meaningful effect of the surfing 

programme.  

 

The following boxplot graphs break down the participants’ pre- and post-test responses on 

each of the four taha of wellbeing. Pre-test scores are indicated in green, and post-test 

scores in red.  
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Whakaahua 4 All taha pre- and post- test results 

The following is an interpretation of the results under each of the four taha of wellbeing. 

 

Taha whanau 

Taha whānau followed the trend of the other taha whereby after the programme, 50% rated 

their taha whanau the maximum of extremely good, despite none of them starting at this 

point. There was a high mean change value of 1.5 (SD = 1.41) indicating that participants 

benefited socially from the programme. Consistent with taha wairua and hinengaro, the 

largest improvements were observed in the participants with the lowest baseline scores. Two 

participants did not shift, though one of these already rated her taha whanau as ‘very good’ 

at baseline, and three of the others, all with a starting point of at least three, moved one 

point. 
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The Wilcoxon test revealed a statistically significant difference between pre-test and post-test 

scores, with a z-score of -2.23 and a p-value of 0.034, leading to rejection of the null 

hypothesis. The effect size of r = 0.79 indicates a large and meaningful impact. 

 

Taha hinengaro  

Taha hinengaro scores had a large positive mean shift of 1.38 (SD = 1.89) indicating an 

improvement of over one Likert point, and that this shift was statistically significant (r =0.79, p 

= 0.034). The results show that after the intervention, three participants rated their taha 

hinengaro the maximum of five (extremely good), whereas none of them had at pre-testing. 

Again, like taha wairua, the largest increases were associated with the participants with the 

lowest baseline scores. Specifically, Mia and Lily, who had starting values below neutral, but 

increased three points each from pre to post. Mia went from very bad to good following the 

programme, which was supported by her narrative through the interviews. Neither Rose nor 

Elandri’s scores changed nor ended above neutral, despite their qualitative data suggesting 

positive outcomes in this domain.  

 

Results from the Wilcoxon signed-rank test indicated a significant difference between pre-test 

and post-test taha hinengaro scores, W = 0.00, z = –2.23, p = 0.034. The large effect size (r 

= 0.79) suggests a strong and meaningful improvement following the intervention. 

 

Taha wairua 

The data from the taha wairua set show a mean shift of 1.25 (SD = 1.04), the Wilcoxon 

signed-rank test (W = 0.00, r = 0.79, p = 0.034) indicating the data showed a statistically 

significant positive shift in taha wairua for the group overall. At an individual level, Lily had the 

biggest increase between her pre- and post-test scores, with an increase of three Likert 

points from two to the maximum of five. Of the remainder, three participants improved one 

point, two improved two points, and two did not change. These smaller increases were seen 

in participants who already had high (very good) pretest scores, therefore having little room 

to improve. In contrast, the larger changes were seen in those participants with the lowest 

baseline scores. For example, Mia and Rose both went from very bad at the pre-programme 

survey to just okay at the post survey, which represents a two-point increase, well above the 

standard deviation. In total, 50% of the eight participants reached the maximum of five for 

their post-test score, indicating their spiritual wellbeing was extremely good after the 

programme. 

 

The hypothesis test yielded statistically significant results, with a z-score of -2.23 and a p-

value of 0.034, indicating that we reject the null hypothesis. The effect size of r = 0.79 

suggests that there was a large impact on taha wairua. 
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Taha tinana 

As indicated previously, taha tinana had the least mean shift (M = 0.88) of the four wellbeing 

domains. However, the pre-survey result mean was the highest of the four taha (M = 3.78), 

therefore was already scored highly by the participants. This physical aspect had a small 

standard deviation of 0.35, as all participants shifted by a maximum of one Likert point, and 

all in the positive direction. After the programme, every participant indicated their physical 

wellbeing was ‘good’, ‘very good’ or ‘extremely good’. 
 

The hypothesis test comparing pre-test and post-test scores revealed a statistically 

significant result, with a z-score of -2.65 and a p-value of 0.011, leading to rejection of the 

null hypothesis. The effect size of r = 0.94 indicates a very large impact, suggesting 

meaningful increase in physical wellbeing between the two conditions. 

 

Mental Health Continuum – Short Form survey results 

The MHC-SF yielded varied results, with six out of eight participants improving their overall 

mean score. Tūtohi 5 below outlines the overall mean score for pre- and post-surveys, with a 

further breakdown to the three sub-categories of hedonic, eudaimonic, social and 

eudaimonic psychological wellbeing. The Wilcoxon signed-rank test results for the overall 

MHC-SF results showed that the positive mean shift of 0.72 (SD = 0.51) was not statistically 

significant (W = 0.00, r = 0.93, p = 0.181, r = 0.93) but the effect size suggests a substantial 

and meaningful improvement in participants’ overall wellbeing after the surfing programme. 

 
Tūtohi  5 Overview of changes in MHC-SF results 

 
M SD W z p r 

MHC-SF  
overall 

 

   0.72 

 

      0.51 

 

0.00 

 

-1.60 

 

0.181 

 

0.93 

Eudaimonic 
social 

wellbeing 

 

1.03 

 

0.72 0.00 -2.03 0.058 0.91 

Eudaimonic 
psychological 

wellbeing 

 

0.6 

 

0.43 1.00 -1.99 0.059 0.81 
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M SD W z p r 

Hedonic 
wellbeing 

 

    0.5 

 

0.35 

 

0.00 

 

-1.63 

 

0.174 

 

0.94 

       

 
Footnote: M =(Mean) SD =(Standard Deviation) W =(Wilcoxon Statistic) z =(z-score/Standard score) p =(p-value/Probability 

value) r =(effect size) 

 

The boxplot graph below indicates the statistical difference between the total scores. 

 

Whakaahua 5 Overall wellbeing scores according to the MHC-SF 

The following figures represent each of the three sub-categories of hedonic, eudaimonic, 

social and eudaimonic psychological. The boxplot graphs represent the mean shifts from pre- 

to po-test. 
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Whakaahua 6 All MHC-SF domains pre- and post-test results 

Interpretation 

As indicated in tūtohi 5 the mean shifts of the group as a whole vary when broken down to 

the three sub-scales of hedonic wellbeing (three questions), eudaimonic social wellbeing 

(five questions) and eudaimonic psychological wellbeing (six questions). The following is an 

interpretation of the results under each of the four taha of wellbeing. 

 

Eudaimonic psychological wellbeing 

The difference between pre- and post-test scores was not statistically significant (p = 0.59) 

but the effect size was large (r = 0.81), suggesting a meaningful change. There was a 

positive mean shift (M = 0.6), though this was not sufficient to change the frequency of 

positively reported thoughts from 2-3 times a week for the group. 

 

Eudaimonic social wellbeing 

Although the p-value of 0.58 indicates the change in eudaimonic social wellbeing is not 

statistically significant, the large effect size (r = 0.91) suggests a meaningful impact on pre- 

and post-test wellbeing conditions. Despite failing to reject the null hypothesis, the test 

statistic (z = -2.03) reinforces a strong effect. 

 

The biggest total shift was in the eudaimonic social domain, where participants quite 

consistently scored themselves higher, with a mean shift of 1.03, taking the group from on 

average thinking positively about their social wellbeing about once a week to 2 or 3 times a 
week. The category of eudaimonic social wellbeing places an emphasis on making a positive 

impact on and with others. Within this subset, one question had a significant rating shift of 

1.5. (p=0.064, data not shown). The question is focused on social integration and asks 

participants about their sense of belonging to a community within the last month. The 
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participants were consistent in supporting this notion through describing their sense of 

belonging to the surfing programme group, as well as the support from the student 

facilitators.  

 

Hedonic wellbeing 

The mean difference of 0.5 between hedonic pre- and post-test scores was not statistically 

significant (p = 0.174), but the effect size was very large (r = 0.94). While this suggests a 

strong change, the small sample size and high baseline scores may be why this was not 

statistically significant. 

 

Interestingly, the shifts in the hedonic category were low to moderate, suggesting that 

participants were focusing less on fun and pleasure from the surfing programme. Happiness 

had an initial mean of 4 out of 5 (times per week), yet the rise to 4.25 was not statistically 

significant. With an already high mean of four out of the possible five, the shift was in a 

positive direction, but with an overall low change.  

 

Flourishing, moderate and languishing subcategories 

The following table represent the number of participants in each of the three categories of 

languishing, moderate and flourishing mental health, from the pre- and post-test scores. 

 
Tūtohi  6 Participant numbers in languishing, moderate and flourishing categories 

 Pre-test participant 
numbers 

Post-test participant 
numbers 

Languishing 0 0 

Moderate 7 4 

Flourishing 1 4 

 

When broken down as flourishing, moderate and languishing categories, the pretest 

indicated that Huia already scored as flourishing, while all other participants were within the 

moderate range. Lily was just one point from being in the languishing category. After the 

surfing programme survey results showed that Huia, Esther, Elandri and Kya were all scored 

as flourishing, and Lily was just one point away. This means that post-intervention, 50% of 

the participants being considered flourishing compared to 11% at baseline, on the MHC-SF 

scale. Rose and Mia both had a slight dip but remained in the moderate mental health 

category. In terms of total shifts, the largest came from Lily, who moved 23/70 points, with 

Kya (16/70) and Esther (19/70) also having considerable shifts. The table below outlines the 

number of participants in each category from the pre-test and the post-test.  
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Summary 

The quantitative data indicate some statistically significant improvement in all aspects of 

wellbeing and have several commonalities in improvements between the two surveys. The 

increase in social wellbeing in both surveys is substantial, despite the questions in each 

being framed differently.  

 

If we consider the aspects of taha wairua and taha hinengaro as being interconnected with 

eudaimonic psychological aspects in the MHC-SF, again, we can compare similar trends in 

positive shifts. Increases in areas such as autonomy and being satisfied with life (MHC-SF 

questions) align with spiritual and mental growth (Hua Oranga) within participants.  

 

The physical aspects of wellbeing were less impacted by the intervention, reflected through 

the lower increase in taha tinana, while the MHC-SF yielded a lower increase in hedonic 

wellbeing. It was also clear, however, that these aspects were self-reported as relatively high 

in the pre-surveys, so the potential for improvement was limited. Some incongruences 

between survey data (i.e. low quantitative data results versus positive impacts from 

participant narratives) indicates the complexities of self-reported data and highlights the 

importance of mixed methods data collection to provide meaning and clarity. These points 

will be discussed in more detail in the chapter below.   

Qualitative Data 

The qualitative data were separated into three categories to represent insights from very 

early in the programme, during the programme, and from several months post-programme. 

These categories drew on insights from the following sources: 

 

1. First group interview plus participant and researcher journals, weeks one and two 

2. First set of individual interviews, second group interview, participant and researcher 

journals, weeks three to ten 

3. Final set of individual interviews (no journal entries were used as they were 

completed at the end of week 10) 

 
The use of Te Whare Tapa Whā as parent codes was guided by the study’s methodological 

commitment to a holistic and culturally grounded understanding of wellbeing, as outlined in 

the Measuring Wellbeing section of the Methodology chapter. This framework aligns with the 

research focus on mental health and flourishing through outdoor experiences and provides a 

coherent structure for organising the data. The PERMA model served as a complementary 

analytical lens to highlight elements of flourishing within each taha. 
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The journal entries from both the researcher and participants were also added to these four 

codes. A thematic analysis within each of the parent codes was then performed, with 

inductive coding used as sub-themes emerged. This method allowed for nuances within each 

wellbeing category and produced between two and three sub-themes under each taha. An 

outlying theme emerged from the data, where one participant reported heightened anxieties 

that ultimately led to her self-removal from the programme. Her experiences remain as 

reflections with each of the taha and led to valuable contributions for future wellbeing 

programmes and contexts, as well as challenging any assumption that the outdoors 

enhances wellbeing for all. 

Participant contributions 

Although she did not complete the programme and thus her quantitative data is not included, 

as it was incomplete, Charlie’s stories have been included. Her reasons for leaving the 

programme were based on her low self-confidence and feeling she did not belong in the 

group, which are very tangible and real issues for many youths. Her contributions help to 

understand some of the barriers young people may have to participating in outdoor-based 

activities such as this programme. The remaining participants made diverse contributions to 

interviews, and all voices have been represented throughout this chapter. Several of the 

participants were able to provide more in-depth responses, in particular Kya, Huia and Esther 

- leading to extra contributions in some areas. 

 

The participants’ contributions have been added verbatim, so there are some spelling and 

grammatical errors present. All quotes below are from either participants, or as noted, from 

the researcher’s journal. 

Round one: Early Experiences 

Early qualitative data focused on the physical challenges and thrills of learning a new skill. 

The participants were also making initial connections with others. Subsequently, during the 

first group interview, the participants were less likely to share as they were becoming 

comfortable with each other in the social setting. The voices of Huia, Lily, Elandri, and Kya, 

displayed more confidence resulting in them making more contributions than others.  

Taha Tinana/Physical wellbeing 

Three sub-themes around taha tinana emerged from the early journal entries and the group 

interview. These themes feature the participant journeys as beginner surfers and the skill 

development required in the early phases of learning. 
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Physical challenge and progress 

For the participants, it was clear that learning to surf was what had attracted them to initially 

participate in the programme. Learning a new skill positively impacted engagement, though it 

also highlighted the challenges associated with developing competence. In terms of prior 

experience, Huia had surfed a few times in the past, but was not an experienced surfer. Both 

Kya and Aria were also learning to surf within their outdoor education class concurrently 

throughout the term. The remainder of the participants had zero or very limited surfing 

experience, though most spent time at the beach and in the ocean. It was clear from the first 

pool session that Esther and Elandri were the least confident in the water, as noted by 

Elandri in her first journal entry. 

 

Today was the first day of surfing. We started out in the pool……I’m not very good with the 
whole paddling thing but I’m excited for next week.  

 

Learning the basic skills of surfing in the pool served to identify participant confidence and to 

practice in a predictable, bounded environment. The introduction of skills such as paddling, 

rolling their boards and board control in the pool helped participants prepare for the 

upcoming beach-based sessions, with Lily noting “we learned a whole bunch of surfing 

techniques”. 

 

From week two, the programme moved to the beach, where participants began their surfing 

progressions. Being beginners and learning about ocean conditions was challenging for 

them, with participants describing some initial physical discomfort. Elandri reflected in her 

week 2 journal entry:   

 

It is not easy and first time it was a bit of a mess because the waves were big.  

 

Despite the difficulties, participants valued the challenge of tackling something new and 

physically demanding. Huia summed this up well:  

 

It was good to see a lot of people trying something new and something that they 
would deem as hard.  

 

Repetition and practice 

The introduction of new skills sparked a desire among participants to keep practising through 

repetition. From week 2 onward, they began working on their surfing progressions alongside 

the student facilitators. The conditions on this day were challenging, with larger waves and 

powerful whitewash. As Huia reflected in her journal:  
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It was very dumpy, and I didn’t end up catching any waves, only tumbled by the 
whitewash. 

 

Lily also found the conditions challenging, reflecting that “the waves looked huge, but then- 

just catching the whitewash.” Despite these difficulties, some participants used their 

frustrations as motivation to improve. Kya acknowledged the challenge but also her 

determination to progress:  

 

I mainly caught the whitewash. I’m not really at the point where I can get greenies yet, 
but I’m hoping to get to a point where I can. 
 

The following week, she wrote: 

 

I’m getting better and better every week. And I now know how to get through white 
wash and out to the back. 
 

Huia also began to understand how small adjustments could lead to success: 

 

“I found myself making like we were talking at the end of Wednesday last week. I 
mean, if I just did a few more strokes, I definitely would have been able to catch it. So 
that’s something to take into account for next time.  

 

Huia understood the value of repetitive practice and how, if frustrations can be overcome, the 

outcome is improved skill learning and physical advancement.  

 

I feel like I really enjoyed it because it, it’s like a practice because a lot, like quite 
frequently in surfing, for me anyways, I can get like quite frustrated, but it’s the 
practice of going, like doing it over and over again. 

 

Physical activity as a positive health habit 

Participants in the programme demonstrated a clear understanding of the benefits physical 

activity can have on wellbeing, notably rating their taha tinana – or physical wellbeing – as 

the strongest of the four taha in the pre-programme surveys. This suggests physical activity 

is seen as a health-enhancing habit. Lily did not view learning to surf as a form of exercise, 

indicating the social and environmental factors may have enhanced her sense of the activity 

to include emotional and spiritual wellbeing. She shared that “I feel like surfing feels different 

than exercise for me”, highlighting the difference she felt between structured, organised 

physical activity and the more dynamic and experiential activity of surfing. In contrast, the 

benefits of physical activity were seen as important to most participants, with Huia noting: 

 

I think that some sort of activity that is physical, let me say, is, is good for everyone. I 
think everyone should be shown to implement some, or that, in some aspect of their 
life. 
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She added that the benefits to personal health could be enhanced by nature-based 

experiences:  

 

I always think like, it’s great to get outside of course, because you get vitamin D, 
which can produce some of those good, feel-good feelings.  

 

Taha tinana was clearly already an important consideration for the participants, with generally 

high pre-test results indicating their sense of physical wellbeing was high.  

Taha Hinengaro/Mental wellbeing 

There were several impacts on taha hinengaro that ranged from experiencing positive 

emotions to overcoming personal mental barriers. Participants spoke about their positive 

emotions and mental challenges as they began their surfing journey. 

 

Fun, joy and excitement 

Weekly surfing sessions had a clear impact on mental wellbeing as they consistently 

described feelings of fun, joy and excitement. Huia reflected in her journal that she felt 

“exhilarated and joyful” after the first surfing session, while Lily wrote she had “heaps of fun”. 

These positive emotions were widely shared by participants and worked to boost early 

engagement in the programme. 

 

For some, early success in the water amplified this experience. Rose described the thrill of 

standing up for the first time. 

 

Good, like, catching a wave straight away. It was really fun standing up. 

 

Together, these moments of joy reinforced participants’ motivation and built momentum for 

continued learning. 

 

Positive mindset and mental shifts 

Participants experienced a sense of accomplishment early in the programme as they 

achieved small surfing milestones and experienced fun. For Elandri, accomplishing her target 

of standing up briefly during the first surfing session helped shape a positive mindset. 

 

Makes you feel positive. Yeah. When you like can actually like accomplish standing 
up.  
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These accomplishments contributed to broader mental shifts, with participants describing 

surfing as uplifting and restorative. Lily reflected that: 

 

Because it just changes your mindset. Makes you, well made me, happier. 

 

Huia echoed this in her journal, noting the contrast between before and after surfing: 

 

When I came out of the water, however, I already felt so much better compared to 30 
minutes prior. I had feelings of relief and a sort of contentment. 

 

Together, these reflections highlight how achievement in surfing not only built confidence but 

also positively influenced participants’ wellbeing. 

 

Overcoming mental barriers 

Even in the early stages of the programme, participants began stepping beyond their comfort 

zones. Lily described the initial challenge as “a little uncomfortable, like, getting up there at 

the start.” These feelings often surfaced when they did not meet their own expectations 

around their learning, with Huia admitting that she felt “kind of discouraged” when she 

couldn’t catch any waves. 

 

Despite this, participants demonstrated a growing awareness of the preconceptions around 

their capabilities. Huia captured this shift:  

 

But, then at the same time, it’s just getting over that, you know, barrier of your own 
thoughts and thinking that you can do this, and it’s about continuing to try.  

 

A key moment came during the first beach session when several of the participants were 

swept further out to sea than they intended. The student facilitators quickly managed the 

situation, and the debrief extended beyond safety to themes of adaptability and resilience 

when situations change. Trust in the student facilitators reassured participants, helping them 

feel secure even in the challenging conditions. As Huia reflected:  

 

If things go wrong, that’s ok. It’s just life. 

 

This combination of persistence, trust and reflection supported participants to start to reframe 

discomfort as part of learning and growth. 
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Taha Whānau/Social wellbeing 

There were various impacts on social wellbeing from the beginning of the programme, with 

participants describing their sense of belonging, support and connection. They described the 

impact that being in a single sex environment had on them, and the contributions of the 

student facilitators  as support for them. 

 

Peer connection and mutual support 

Meeting new people was a highlight for many participants, as they came together to share 

the surfing experience. There were some existing friendships, but most of the group were 

meeting each other formally for the first time. Elandri reflected in her first journal entry that “It 

was nice meeting new people,” and Lily similarly valued meeting  “a new bunch of people to 

become friends with”. 

 

Huia also emphasised the importance of these new connections, noting that being able to 

share her basic knowledge of surfing with others reinforced her sense of belonging: 

I was able to help out and give advice to my surf mates and felt appreciation. 

 

Opportunities to give and receive support strengthened relationships within the group and 

fostered a sense of encouragement  

 

Community and mentorship 

The programme created a sense of togetherness and shared experience that bonded the 

participants as a community. The single sex environment supported this sense of community 

and contributed to both trust and safety from the onset of the programme. Huia shared: 

 

It was good to be able to do it as, like, a community, and especially with all females, 
but just to, um, go out there with, you know, a group of other people, and especially 
with, um, the seniors that were there to help us. 

 

Kya shared this sentiment and was able to compare her experiences in the programme 

against participation in her mixed outdoor education class. Her journal entry stated:  

 

Surfing with the girls, and mentors [student facilitators] watching made me feel a lot 
more confident when surfing as opposed to our mixed class for outdoor ed. 

 

Together, the encouragement from peers and guidance from senior helpers created a 

positive, safe environment that enhanced learning and confidence. 
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Taha Wairua/Spiritual wellbeing 

Though early in the programme, participants’ sense of wairua was being impacted in various 

ways. They quickly understood the positive impact of having something to look forward to 

and the impact that being in nature was having on them.  

 

Anticipation and accomplishment 

The feeling of anticipation - for future weekly surfing sessions and for their sense of progress 

- quickly became a motivating factor. Lily reflected after the first session in the pool that “I am 

excited for what next week brings,” a feeling that was echoed by Elandri in her journal “I am 

excited for next week.” This sense of looking forward was more than just motivation, it 

reflected a change in taha wairua, as participants experienced renewed hope, purpose and 

energy for what lay ahead with surfing. 

 

Lily summed up this shared excitement during the group interview:  

 

I think it like made a lot of us more excited for like next time being able to do better 
and looking forward to have that feeling of catching a wave again. 

 

For many, the programme added variety to the regular routines of the school week, as Lily 

noted it “breaks up the week a bit.” The inclusion of the programme as part of the school 

structure ensured they were able to remove barriers to participation, as described by Huia:      

 

…[people] that are limited and they can’t go surfing like whenever they want to, being 
able to do this through the school every week, it’s very accomplishing to me. 

 

Accomplishment of these early participation goals led to participants feeling a sense of 

personal satisfaction towards their experiences in life, as described by Huia: 

 
You always feel accomplished, and you always feel good. Quite good about yourself, 
that you’ve done it, and even after you’ve accomplished what you’re attempting to do, 
like catching a wave, you always, um, feel real good.   

 

Presence and connection 

Being present and in the moment was identified as integral to surfing progress. Particularly in 

the early learning stage, participants understood the importance of focusing on the task and 

connecting to the natural environment. Esther, who had never experienced surfing before, 

found this integration especially significant: 
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I feel like you kind of have to like, put your mind with your body as well. Because if 
your mind’s somewhere else, you’re not going to be present where you are at the 
moment. 

 

Huia had previously been told by an experienced surfer that they experienced a meditative 

state when surfing – an experience that she struggled to connect with while learning:  

 
I was thinking like, wow, it’s really hard for me to get into a meditative state while 
surfing, but it also makes you realize that it’s not just like, you’re not just gonna go out 
to the ocean and all of a sudden you’re going to be meditating. That’s not how 
anything really works. You know, it takes time and effort and love. 

 

Elandri also recognised the importance of being connected to the environment around her. 

She realised that learning about the environmental conditions helped her become a“bit more 

aware of your surroundings and not just ‘being there’.” 

 

Nature’s calming impact 

From early in the programme, many participants found that nature had a calming impact on 

them, often despite the challenges of surfing. It was proximity to the ocean that had an 

impact on Huia, as she described “being by the ocean, that definitely can make a person feel 

a lot better.”  However, it was also clear that she found it difficult to articulate the reasons why 

this happened: 

 

I’m not sure why, but I’m quite sure that it’s like a collective thing. That it’s not just like, 
‘Oh I feel good by the ocean’. It’s most people – when they’re by the ocean – they 
feel, you know, better. 

 

This was echoed by Lily: 

 

Being out in nature with the ocean definitely calms you down. So even if you don’t 
catch a good wave or something goes wrong, you know, you can get back up and do 
it again.  Yeah, the ocean just calms you down.  

 

As Lily highlighted above, nature provided valuable lessons when “something goes wrong”. 

As part of the group that had experienced being caught in a rip current, she described “how 

powerful the ocean is”, a reminder of nature’s role in both the successes and challenges of 

the groups surfing experiences.  

Round one: Summary 

The participants’ early experiences reflected on their feelings as they navigated new 

relationships and skills. They began to experience cohesion and joy from the shared 

experience of surfing together.  
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Round two: Experiences during the Programme 

The second set of qualitative data is retrieved from the journals (weeks 3-10), the individual 

interviews from weeks 6-7, and the final group interview, held just after the programme was 

completed. The reflections are indicative of the participants’ experiences as they are 

immersed in the surfing programme, following their skill progression and challenges, as well 

as their growing connections to peers and the environment. The contributions came from all 

participants as they became more confident and relaxed in each other’s company.  

Taha Tinana 

Participants more broadly reported physical aspects of the surfing programme as they 

progressed, understanding the benefits of regular movement and the impact of practice on 

skill learning.   

 

Progress through practice 

Continued practice and repetition of skills led to all participants experiencing significant 

progress. Many participants experienced standing up on their surfboards, but this was often 

fleeting in the first weeks. Persistence led to improvement over time. Elandri captured the 

excitement and satisfaction in a journal entry: “I stood up for the first time today. It feels quite 

rewarding after all the ‘almost’…two weeks ago I couldn’t stand up, but now I can.” 

 

Once participants were able to stand up, they were encouraged to the next level - to paddle 

‘out the back’ and to catch waves unassisted. This became a clear highlight and goal for all, 

with Elandri reflecting: “I think the highlight is like actually like catching a wave, like without 

anyone like helping you kind of.” Kya was also able to achieve this goal near the end of the 

programme -“today I finally paddled out to the wave and stood up for the first time.”    

 

This physical milestone changed the perspective for Huia, as she no longer focused solely 

on beginner skills, but now she could “go out surfing with the intention to catch a wave, 

because that’s also like super satisfying.” 

 

Esther’s progression was slower than some others, but she maintained a pragmatic and 

consistent approach. She was able to recognise her progress and understand that skill 

development was not always linear. 

 

You’re not going to achieve everything in one lesson. You’re kind of just taking time 
to, like, see what you’ve done today, you know.  

 



 90 

Physical exertion  

Both Kya and Huia enjoyed the physical exertion involved in improving, with Kya reflecting 

that “it’s something new to work on, it’s like physical, and surfing is just really cool.” Surfing 

requires considerable exertion in navigating conditions and skills, which Huia appreciated: 

 

It does take like a bit of energy, working up to the point where you can confidently like 
get up on a wave. Especially like when you’re paddling back and forth – It’s good 
exercise, good practice. 

 

This practice led Huia to participate in specific exercises that would support her surfing. She 

understood she could improve more quickly by increasing her strength and showed 

determination to get herself prepared for progress. 

 

I definitely feel like it’s encouraged me to do some things like outside of just  
surfing and being on the water that can help me progress in my surfing like doing  
exercises that a specific to surfing so that you can like, get better at being able to get 
up on the board and stuff. 
 

Huia also recognised the importance of physical activity in mental health, sharing that the 

exercise “puts endorphins into your body, which makes you happy.”  

 

Learning the conditions 

As knowledge and skills around surfing progressed, participants also deepened their 

knowledge of the ocean environment. They were able to confidently read conditions and 

navigate changing currents, which in turn supported their physical skills. As Kya reflected: 

 
I feel I can become more familiar with ocean like knowing where the rips are, safest 
spots. And I know we’re like to like go on my board now to like catch waves. 
 

She recognised that she could take more control over her own learning and continue 

progressing: 

 

When we had small surf, it was still like really cool because like I knew what to do, 
like I knew how to, like, improve. 
 

This growing confidence also extended to the group. Some participants began leading the 

safety briefings, taking over from the student facilitators, and sharing their understanding of 

the conditions. In doing so, they contributed not only to the group’s physical safety but also to 

their emotional security in the water. 
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Surfing as a future physical activity 

Surfing began to be seen as a physical activity that participants could continue to explore 

well into their future. There were some barriers to participants continuing surfing, such as 

transport (two participants had moved far away from the beach), and the upcoming cooler 

months. Safety considerations were also important, with Esther stating that “for safety 

reasons I wouldn’t go out alone, just with someone experienced.”  

 

Other participants were keen to surf as they gained independence and therefore the ability to 

provide their own transport and equipment. Huia appreciated that this early experience could 

shape her future connection to surfing: 

 

I think that it’s still great for me to be able to start surfing at this age, because I 
definitely would enjoy carrying it on for many years to come. 

 

Kya was also keen to continue surfing – “yeah, I can see myself surfing” – and hoped to 

share the physical activity with her mother.  

Taha Hinengaro 

Mental wellbeing was reflected through a variety of emotional responses, such as changes in 

confidence and mindset. Participants were also able to identify the impact that an activity 

such could have on their wellbeing in the future. 

 

Confidence 

There was clear evidence of participants increasing in confidence, both through their physical 

accomplishments and changes in their self-perception, particularly in relation to body image. 

 

Early learning in the surfing programme led to the achievement of goals and a growing sense 

of accomplishment as they progressed. As Elandri excitedly reflected, “I stood up for the first 

time today. It feels quite rewarding after all the ‘almosts’.”  The group as a whole experienced 

success in their surfing, which fostered feelings of joy and positivity. 

 

I think it’s like it makes you positive like to be there and actually standing up and even 
seeing other people accomplish that and like the positive energy of all these people 
actually getting it right and it is it makes you positive.  

 

Elandri further captured this sense of growing confidence as her skills developed: “That’s the 

big thing, like, actually being confident enough to like go out the back and like catching 

waves.”   
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Two participants described initial low confidence as they navigated negative feelings around 

their body image. Charlie reflected on her discomfort, acknowledging that her concerns were 

largely internal but nonetheless affected her experience to the point of removing herself from 

the group:  

 

Even if you’re good you just kind of feel super intimidated. And like you kind of have 
to just think to yourself like no one else is actually thinking that, like no one actually 
cares. 

 

Similarly, Esther discussed needing time to feel comfortable in her body and to overcome 

self-consciousness:  

 

I had to take time to kind of get comfortable with the idea of not wearing a shirt or 
something.   

 

Her initial discomforts eventually gave way to increased confidence and self-assurance, 

reflecting that: 

 

At the start I felt kind of judged in a way because I’m not as like tiny as the other girls. 
So I think that was just like one big thing that I kind of like, you know, like work on in 
the moment. But now I feel confident in it.  Yeah, it’s just like clearing your head and, 
you know, stop thinking about what they’re going to say or what you’ll look like.  

 

A ‘mental break’ 

Participants consistently expressed they experienced feelings of calm and clarity from the 

surfing programme, feeling rested and recharged afterwards. Huia shared her feelings: 

 
You feel good and whole just being on the water -after the surfing -it kind of helps me 
to clear your mind. 

 

Esther explained these feelings as a sense of freedom, or “escape from reality and just kind 

of, like, take time to yourself.” Lily also reflected on this point, and felt the surfing programme 

provided her with the ability to relax and relieve stress: 

 

It makes me feel like so much more relaxed, especially with every like assessment 
going on. It’s like, all this pent-up stress. And when you’re out there, like your head 
just like clears and there’s like, nothing to worry about. 

 

Surfing provided an escape from stress for Mia and Rose. Mia reflected that surfing “takes 

my mind off all the schoolwork I have to do,” and Rose explained that surfing “takes my mind 

off like, school, schoolwork, home.” 
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Lily indicated that she felt a positive change from implementing the programme into her 

week: 

 

I feel like it’s definitely helped me. And like, I feel a lot more calmer, coming like back 
to school the next day, because it’s just like a fresh start for me and it just it’s so much 
better to have something like that in between.  

 

Elandri also reflected this sense of taking time out to enhance wellbeing, sharing that 

“sometimes you get a bit lost in all the stuff happening around you, but yeah, it’s like so calm 

and relaxing and you can actually just take time and think about yourself.” Esther also took 

the time to reflect while surfing, explaining the benefits of taking a mental break: 

 

Even if it’s just like sitting there clearing your mind, thinking.  

 

Lily captured the sentiment most clearly, explaining that for her the surfing programme 

offered a chance to discard any negative feelings from her day: 

 

I feel like just everything that has been going on, just washes away.  

 

Reframing challenges 

Several participants reported they had a change in mindset and were able to navigate 

challenging situations differently. As Huia identified, she would get frustrated at times if the 

conditions “wouldn’t even let me get out back like I just kept on getting tumbled roller rolled 

over.” As time went on, she changed her approach and, rather than get negative or angry, 

she would just leave her board and the beach and go for a swim. As she reflected: 

 

I just felt like so much better. And I just felt like that was kind of an irrelevant way to 
feel.  

 

Elandri shared this shift in mindset around approaching challenging situations – “there have 

to be some negatives, everything can’t just be positive. You have to learn to adapt to the 

negatives and make the best out of it.” Similarly, Lily reflected that she had initially felt a 

mental barrier when navigating challenging conditions, but that through practice, she shared 

that “you can get through it.”  

 

Esther experienced a significant change in her outlook and expressed that:  

 

This has held me through my confidence and positivity, and I just like, self-awareness 
in a way.  
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As she progressed through the programme, she reflected that confidence needed to come 

from within rather than be gained from others: 

 

I think that comes within yourself.  And once again, if you’re feeling like judged at the 
time, you’re not going to be confident at all. And I feel like that’s kind of up on you to 
feel,  like working on your mindset to feel different.  

 

Elandri was perhaps the most direct with attributing positive character changes to the surfing 

programme, describing how she felt compared to prior to beginning: 

 
I think the surfing has helped me to become a more positive, humble and relaxed 
person.  
 

Ongoing impacts 

All the participants had advice concerning ongoing access to wellbeing opportunities such as 

their surfing experience and providing the opportunity to other students. Aria was not alone in 

the group when she suggested the programme should be longer so the positive impacts 

could be experienced throughout the year. The group were able to reflect that the surfing 

programme bolstered their wellbeing beyond the day of surfing and into the rest of their 

week. Rose reflected that the surfing programme positively impacted “the approach to my 

week”, and Esther recommended continuing surfing or “just being in the outdoors.” As Kya 

shared: 

 
It’s like a recharge almost. Yeah. And then I feel like it helps me for the rest of the 
week.  

 

Some participants reflected that students could have access to a range of activities that 

produce positive wellbeing outcomes. Mia suggested that some students may prefer 

activities such as drawing or reading as a respite from school stresses. Despite not 

completing the surfing programme, Charlie understood the benefits of including wellbeing 

practices in the school week. Her suggestion was to include a variety of activities as options: 

 
It would be good like, well I know it’s kind of difficult to do this, but if there was like 
different kind of activities, if you were into art or surfing and it was all had a wellbeing 
kind of thing into it. So, if there was like a like an art class and everyone just painted 
and talked.  

 

Rose shared that if students had something to look forward to in their school week, it would 

“make them feel more happy to actually come to school.” As Huia concluded: 
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I hope that more students in the future get the same or a similar type of opportunity, 
as well, because it’s great for your mental wellbeing and just it’s good practice to stay 
in the moment. 

 

Taha Whānau 

A strong sense of trust and shared identity emerged among participants, particularly through 

the all-female space and mentoring by the student facilitators. Despite many of the 

participants not knowing each other before the programme, the shared experience enhanced 

relationships between participants and extended to the student facilitators. The social 

connection grew significantly between the participants over the programme, and the social 

aspects were noted frequently as being beneficial to them, representing the importance of 

connection and relationships. 

 

The importance of support from peers 

Over the course of the surfing programme, the social connection between participants grew, 

and they would surf or walk to the beach with people they initially didn’t know. The bond they 

shared was evident not just when they were surfing but also during the last group interview, 

where they agreed or supported each other’s ideas. This was a sharp contrast from the first 

group interview, where participants were less keen to share in the new group environment. 

The social connections were clearly stronger after the ten-week programme. As Huia 

described: 

 

I feel like I love the environment, like just talking with the girls. Like, while I’m on the 
water, and like encouraging them and them encouraging me.  

 

By the end of the programme, the dynamics in the group were more fluid, as participants 

spent time with various individuals rather than being confined to one small group. As noted in 

this researcher’s journal entry: 

 
Rose and Lily decided to boogie board and had a fun time, laughing so much. Elandri 
was away sick so although she surfed, Esther stayed with Rose and Lily. I could hear 
them laughing from the beach.  

 

Lily in particular, took the opportunity to meet new people and create new connections as 

well as strengthen her friendships. She noted that she was: 

  

Getting a lot closer with my friends being able to just go out and do something that we 
wouldn’t usually do like stepping out of our comfort zone.  
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Despite having these close friends in the group, she also spent time with others, and her 

connections with these new peers helped broaden her understanding of her friends. 

 

You get like this different sense of people like something that like you don’t typically 
see at school.  

 

Rose also enjoyed getting to know new people, sharing that “I like interacting with other 

people – I’ve talked to other people, and my friends, and it’s been good.” Mia also had close 

friends in the group, and this was the main reason she was involved in the programme. She 

had a self-described love-hate relationship with surfing, and the social connections were 

integral to her completing the programme, though she did learn to surf and stand up. On 

reflecting on her future participation, she said: 

 

I like it because I can go out and surf with my friends.  But I probably, like, wouldn’t 
choose to do it by myself.  

 

Encouraging others  

As the group became more comfortable with each other, they began actively supporting and 

encouraging their peers. Their focus shifted from their own learning to include the whole 

group, and many participants reflected the feelings of Elandri when she said, “it’s nice to see 

people accomplish their goal of standing up”. 

It was also important for some participants to individually provide support and tips. Huia 

enjoyed this aspect and shared that “it’s good to like help the other girls around, like 

encourage them, motivate them.” She shared a time that she had provided Kya some advice:  

 

I cued her on when to stand up and then she actually caught the wave which was 
really satisfying for both of us. I assume it’d be satisfying for her, Yeah, it’s a great 
energy around the group. 

 

This support was appreciated by others in the group, which increased the connection 

between individuals. As Kya shared:  

 

 Huia gives me, like, really good advice all the time. Like, she’ll tell me, like, what to do 
to get on the wave and when to go – “Kya go for this one”. 

 

As the participants began to spend time with others, they also learnt from their progress. 

Elandri reflected:  

 

 You see someone doing that and then you try that and, oh, okay, this works, but that 
person does it like that, but that doesn’t work for me, so let’s try that. Like Kya, she 
does it like that and that, so let’s try to do it like that and that.  
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A sense of belonging 

Surfing as a group, who were all on relatively the same ability level, created a community feel 

that fostered a strong sense of belonging. As Kya reflected in her journal, “I’m actually 

starting to enjoy surfing, and surfing with other people who are new to surfing allows me to 

feel more comfortable.” 

 

Lily was able to explain the feeling that surfing was helping the connection between 

participants, enhancing the sense of belonging. When discussing the communication that 

was occurring amongst the group when surfing, she reflected: 

 

You just like tend to connect a lot more when you’re out there. 

 

Lily and Esther shared a similar sentiment when they described being “surrounded by people 

in that environment that, you know, make you feel comfortable and confident” (Esther), and “I 

feel most comfortable with my friends and I feel most comfortable with, like all the girls” (Lily). 

Huia also reflected that “It was good to be able to do it as, like, a community, and especially 

with all females.”   

 

For Elandri, there was a sense that learning to surf had helped her to further integrate into 

‘kiwi’ culture. She had perceived that only those who grew up surfing could do so, and that 

she was an outsider to this community. However, she expressed a desire to join the surfing 

community and chose to join the programme to try an activity that she considered integral to 

being a New Zealander. She wanted to try because “you’re in New Zealand, you’re living 

next to the beach.” Through the programme, she realised that anyone could learn to surf and 

that she was now part of this community she had only previously observed. 

 

However, not all participants experienced a sense of belonging. Aria remained relatively 

ambivalent to the social connections and preferred to focus on her surfing progression. She 

would contribute when asked about conditions or her learning, but would not seek out others 

during surfing sessions, often preferring to surf alone. 

 

Charlie discussed how she did not connect with other participants and felt that she would 

have stayed in the programme if she had a close friend there. She reflected: 

 

I’m not really in that friend group with those girls kind of, and I didn’t want to like push 
myself in or anything, but if you have friends in there, that it’s, it looks really fun.  

 

Charlie was unable to overcome feeling ‘overwhelmed’ and ‘intimidated’ and ultimately chose 

to discontinue the programme after several weeks surfing. 
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Single sex environment 

Having a community of females together was a highlight that extended between participants 

and to the student facilitators. The single sex environment was described by many 

participants as being essential to the programme, with Huia reflecting that “it was good to be 

able to do it as, like, a community, and especially with all females.”  Several participants 

discussed that they felt more comfortable with only girls, including the student facilitators and 

the researcher, and that the environment was non-judgmental. Lily compared the surfing 

programme to being with both males and females in class: 

 

I think it’s very good. Because like, a lot of the time in PE it was very difficult to like, 
get out and like do things without feeling uncomfortable, because I would constantly 
feel judged, but when it’s all like, just a girl environment, it makes it very, like warming 
and comforting. So, I think it’s a lot better. 

 

Mia reflected that the programme was “more fun because we’re all girls and we don’t know 

how to surf”, indicating that shared progress was important. Kya was also able to contrast 

her experience in the programme with her outdoor education class, which she felt was more 

restrictive. 

 

Surfing with the girls, and mentors watching made me feel a lot more confident when 
surfing as opposed to our mixed class in outdoor ed. 

 

Rose enjoyed the single sex environment and thought it was better for her. She described 

that boys can be a “...bit try hard and like, show off”. Kya was able to contrast the surfing 

programme with her experiences in her outdoor education class, expressing her preference 

clearly. 

 

I think I’m definitely more comfortable surfing with girls, you know? Less judged you 
know, like this sort of mana wāhine thing, you know, like we all like we all understand 
each other. Sort of like there’s an understanding between all of us. Just really 
comfortable with that, with the girls.  

 

The role of the senior student facilitator 

The role of the senior student facilitators evolved throughout the programme. Initially, the 

participants leaned heavily on the facilitators for advice and learning, which was 

individualised weekly. As Kya shared in her journal: 

 

The encouragement and support from our mentors has definitely helped to improve. 
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The student facilitators were able to adapt to the needs of the participants, and their flexible 

approach supported everyone in their progression. They were empowered as the programme 

progressed to make decisions about each participant. This researcher’s journal entry shared 

how the student facilitators were taking ownership for the participant’s progress: 

 

The helper [student facilitator] came in and said ‘they are having so much fun out 
there.’ She decided that next week they should have a quick refresh on popping up 
and that the helpers should then be out on boards with them as they [participants] 
have progressed to that point. 

 

The participants perceived the student facilitators as playing an equally important role in 

ensuring their safety as in providing instruction, especially as their competence developed. 

Esther described feeling safe just knowing they were there, a sentiment that was echoed by 

Lily. 

 
But like, they have definitely helped, like me making me feel more safe. And knowing 
that I’ll be like, Okay, if anything didn’t happen. 

 

Lily valued both the sense of safety provided and the boost in self-efficacy gained from the 

pre-surf discussion, which was tailored to the day’s conditions. Two of the girls had been 

caught in a rip and were easily brought back to shore by two of the student facilitators, which 

increased the trust the participants had in them. Lily reflected on why she felt safe: 

 

Coz I knew that. Like, everything would be okay, purely because we had like a lot of 
surf lifesavers, there. And I knew that like, even if they weren’t able to get us I like, I 
knew that what you do is you just let the rip take you out.  

 

As the surfing sessions progressed, the student facilitators were spending less time directly 

coaching and more time refining skills and surfing with the participants. As noted in a 

researcher journal entry: 

 

Student facilitator Ariana came and surfed with them; they loved watching her surfing 
properly. Aria and Kya paddled out the back with her and paddled into some of the 
bigger waves. Both coped so well, and I do think it was because Ariana was there 
and they could feel her encouragement. 

 

Taha Wairua 

Spiritual wellbeing was enhanced through participation in the programme, with a variety of 

impacts felt by the group. Anticipation remained important as they navigated busy school 

weeks. The surfing programme fostered a sense of calm that reinforced the participants’ 

relationship with nature and appreciation of the place they lived. 
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Anticipation and temporal wellbeing 

As the programme progressed, the participants noted that it was having a positive impact on 

their week, and they were looking forward to it as a highlight. Elandri noted her feelings as 

“positive and excited for next time”, and Kya wrote in her journal that surfing “... has now 

become something that I look forward to every week.” Other participants also reflected these 

feelings, with Aria sharing that “it makes me feel excited for next week.”  

 

As well as having the mid-week distraction of the surfing programme, Kya noted the broader 

positive impacts that flowed through their week. For some, these impacts went beyond their 

Wednesday session, as Kya noted in a journal entry: 

 

I’ve noticed that surfing has sort of separated the week for me, making the days less 
boring and long. 

 

Lily also discussed the surfing programme as something to look forward to amongst the 

busyness of school. She described school in the following way: 

 

It’s just like so much to take in. But when you have like that break, it’s like kind of like 
a breather.  

 

Both Kya and Huia considered that the programme contributed to them trying to surf more at 

other times. Kya’s mother is a surfer, and she was excited to be able to spend time with her 

on this shared activity. Huia was also motivated to continue her own learning journey in 

surfing. 

 
I just really enjoyed it and this programme has inspired me to start surfing on 
weekends and follow swell maps.  

 

Mindfulness and presence 

Participants identified the importance of being in the moment and present when surfing. Kya 

described the importance of focus and attention: 

 

You have to focus on one thing. Like when you’re getting on the wave, you’re 
focusing on paddling. And to actually catch the wave, we have to stand up on the 
board. So you’re in the moment. 

 

Kya’s sentiment highlighted that if she wasn’t concentrating, her ability to read the waves and 

conditions was not good enough for her to continue improving or be enjoyable. Huia 

expanded on this notion. 
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I mean, I remember last year someone telling me that for them surfing was like super 
meditative. Meditative. Yeah. And, um, and that moment I was thinking like, wow, it’s 
really hard for me to get into a meditative state while surfing, but it also makes you 
realise that it’s not just like, you’re not just gonna go out to the ocean and all of a 
sudden you’re going to be meditating. That’s not how anything really works. You 
know, it takes time and effort and love. 

 

The need to stay present in the moment during surfing was discussed as integral to success. 

It was mentioned by several participants that being present and ‘in the moment’ crowded out 

any negative emotions they had at the time. Kya suggested that to surf, there was a need to 

focus on the task and to succeed, “you just pay attention to your environment you’re in”. She 

contrasted this with being at school, where she described being more easily distracted and 

stressed. Lily echoed this notion. 

 

And you just like live in the moment. And I think that’s like something that like a lot of 
people should get behind because like, obviously school is very stressful.  

 

Esther also described the importance of staying present while learning to surf.   

 

When you just like stay in, stay in the moment- stay present- it’s like really nice. And 
each wave that goes past that you try and catch you like progress more and more.  

 

She described the negative implication of not doing so, and that failing to be present as “It’s 

not going to work out.”  

 

Huia discussed how surfing presented opportunities for young people to experience a sense 

of mindfulness through activity, and how it contrasted with more traditional mindfulness 

techniques such as mantra meditation or breathwork:  

 

But I feel like being able to do something that’s a bit more mindful instead of like, 
hands on all the time, every day, I feel like it would make students feel like have a 
more positive outlook. Mindfulness, like a lot of people don’t really like, you know, 
mindfulness about like meditating and stuff and like doing yoga. I don’t know, people 
don’t, tend to not like that at this age, they tend to not be mature enough to want to sit 
down like clear their head.  

 

Increased connection with nature 

Nature and the environment were discussed in several different ways by the participants. As 

Elandri noted, being in nature was “just nice”, and the added element of doing an activity in 

nature was a positive. Lily described her connection as growing as she developed an 

understanding of what the area means to her: 
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I think it’s very like peaceful to like connect with like the land like, you really get a feel 
of what it’s true meaning is kind of to you – like this where we were born, this we were 
raised, and it’s really good to connect with that.  

 

Several participants were able to describe their feelings of peace and serenity when in the 

ocean. The ability of nature to provide moments of spiritual enhancement was described by 

Huia:   

 

It just brings a lot of peace, just being able to be on the water and surfing.   

 

She continued with expressing how the ocean provided her with a sense of serenity and that 

even if she did not catch waves, she felt the positive impacts. 

 

I love the feeling of just being able to sit at the end, just like breathing fresh air, and 
just like look around. And it’s like, you know, not very noisy, there’s no distractions.   
 

Kya shared this sense of serenity and found she was able to appreciate the environment with 

a sense of growing awe: 

 

I feel like it, but the nature of it has really added to it too, because it’s like so beautiful. 
Yeah, it’s quite distracting to, like, you know, sitting there -‘whoa’. 

 

Esther also shared that she experienced a feeling of peace and was able to calm her 

thoughts and enjoy the moment. “I feel like if you’re outside in the air, it’s kind of just like, 

refreshing yourself. I mean, as the waves go out, your thoughts go out.”  

 

Respect and appreciation 

The ocean became a place to be appreciated for its beauty and calm but also respected for 

its force and the dynamic environment it was. Most participants spoke of the increased 

connection and awareness about the ocean environment they had gained through the 

programme. As Rose reflected, “it makes me appreciate it more.” Esther also shared this 

feeling of gratitude and appreciation, sharing that: 

 

Just kind of grateful, I’m just to like, learn something new, especially around the 
ocean you’re living in. 
 

Esther’s appreciation of the environment began before the surfing sessions began, as she 

discussed in her first interview.  

 

So, when you’re walking to the beach it kind of just gives you time to like reflect on 
what you’re about to do and just like feeling the breezes and different like smells and 
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like especially like the salt of the water just kind of like prepares you kind of what 
you’re going to do. Yeah, that’s very cool.  

 

Kya suggested there was a sense of awe around the environment, and that supported her 

appreciation of the place she lived: 

 

But I feel like yeah, because we are actually so lucky to be living like where we are. 
But yet it’s super awesome just looking at everything again, like when you’re on the 
wave, when you look out to the beach, you see all the sand, the dunes.  

 

Elandri shared that it was both appreciation and a healthy respect for the ocean. Being 

relatively new to the area and to the ocean environment, she was aware that there was much 

to be gained from being in nature, but also felt the reminder of the ocean’s force was 

important:    

 

I think sometimes it is good if the waves are a little bigger because it reminds us of 
the power nature has. It reminds us to respect nature. 

 

Huia also described the importance of being respectful and aware when in the ocean.  

 

Sometimes it’s oh it’s just the ocean but then you see it is dangerous – it can be 
dangerous – but it’s not always it’s nice and it’s calming and yeah. So you respect it a 
bit more, I think it’s not like just going to the beach – it’s like actually being connected.   

 
Summary: Round two 

Capturing the lived experiences of the participants during the surfing programme outlined the 

growth they were experiencing, both through positive change and the challenges they 

worked to overcome. Surfing became a vehicle for relationships to be formed, nature to be 

appreciated, and perspectives to be challenged. The completion of the surfing programme 

was marked with some sorrow as participants expressed a desire to continue despite the 

cooling weather and water conditions.  

Round Three: Post Programme Reflections 

The final set of qualitative data is from the second round of semi-structured individual 

interviews. These were held approximately six months after the surfing programme finished, 

toward the end of the school year. Snapshots of the second (post-programme) survey results 

were included to reflect the participants’ shifts in wellbeing scores. Participants offered a 

range of reflections around their post survey results, and the impacts the surfing programme 

had on them. These contributions indicate the participants’ growth and changes in 

perspective as a result of the surfing programme. 
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Taha Tinana 

The participant’s physical health was considered highest during the Hua Oranga pre-test, yet 

made a small increase (M = 0.88) in the post-test and became the highest overall taha of 

wellbeing. Particpants’ interview discussions outlined several benefits they experienced from 

participation in a new physical activity, and the impacts the physical aspects of the 

programme had on aother areas of their lives. 

 

Surfing as a springboard for ongoing physical activity 

In the post-programme interviews, all participants were asked about perceived physical 

benefits of the programme, with all agreeing they missed the regular opportunity for 

movement throughout their week. As Huia shared, “the physical activity part of it, like, moving 

your body is obviously very beneficial.” She felt that the benefits of movement extended to 

gains in her strength and to having the benefit of vitamin D provided by time outside. 

 

Elandri found the physical activity aspect rewarding, and she approached her school day 

better when she exercised. She began to seek out other ways to exercise through joining the 

gym and running, sharing that:  

 

If I train or something, I find it easier to learn for tests and stuff.  

 

She became significantly more involved in school sports, including athletics and netball, and 

began to be physically active in her own time and own motivation: 

 
And I think, like, the physical thing, it, like, motivated me to stay more active or, like, 
to be more active. (final interview) 

 

Esther also discussed her increased involvement in physical activity and how she was now 

regularly going to the gym. She shared that this supported her confidence and focus during 

the school week. 

 

For Lily and Aria, the increased participation flowed into other areas of school life, and 

different activities. Aria became more involved in kapa haka which flowed into participation in 

the school production. It was Lily who had been least involved in other activities and was now 

experiencing a strong desire to do extracurricular activities. 

 
I’ve actually gotten into doing things like the surfing thing. I’ve done a whole bunch of 
dance things, and I feel like I’m a lot more satisfied, like, where I am because I 
pushed myself to do the best I can. (final interview) 
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Skill learning in nature 

During post-programme interviews, participants consistently emphasised that learning a new 

skill - specifically surfing - was far more impactful than just relaxing in nature/on the beach. 

Having clear goals and a focus gave their time in nature deeper meaning and a sense of 

purpose. 

 

Learning to surf was identified as a key contributor to feelings of accomplishment. When 

asked if they would have experienced the same benefits if they had simply gone to the 

beach, participants unanimously agreed that skill-building was essential.  

 

Lily reflected: 

 

I do feel like I wouldn’t have learnt as much because I’m not necessarily learning a 
new skill and it would’ve felt like, this is so much fun, but, like, what’s the point? Like, 
yes, I’m gonna feel better about myself after, like, I’m getting a nice break, but what’s 
the actual point of being here if I’m not gonna learn a new skill? If I’m not gonna, like, 
take my water abilities to the next level, like, have new knowledge, and kind of what is 
the point to do it if there’s not something big that’s that you’re gonna learn from. (final 
interview) 

 

The progression in surfing skills was obvious throughout the programme, and each small 

individual achievement was celebrated. Kya shared that “it was still like really cool because 

like I knew what to do, like I knew how to, like, improve.” Participants valued having a focus -

something to work towards - rather than just “chilling.” The combination of nature and 

purposeful learning created a powerful environment for growth, reflection and overall 

wellbeing. 

Taha Hinengaro 

Mental and emotional wellbeing had a significant increase through the Hua Oranga survey, 

with a mean shift of 1.38 and P-value of 0.01. Participants outlined the various impacts they 

felt through the programme as they pushed through many natural fears and anxieties 

involved in learning a challenging skill in the outdoors. Their growth supported an 

understanding of how nature and physical activity could help with day-to-day stresses and 

provide a sense of calm. 

 

Beyond the comfort zone 

Gaining confidence was a common theme for most participants. This was not just in their 

physical abilities but mostly in the confidence gained from stepping outside their comfort 

zone. Kya shared that: 
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There was still, like, that nervous part of it, but I guess that made it more interesting 
because I was scared. 

 

Esther was also aware that she was experiencing changes in the way she felt about herself, 

reflecting that “...mentally, I feel like way more than I was, like, not as self-conscious as I 

would be.” 

 

Two participants spoke about the concerns they had around body confidence. Esther initially 

felt her confidence was an issue in the programme, but she was able to work through this 

and become fully involved. She understood that at first, she thought that “...the way I would 

speak or act or I don’t know, just like my decisions might have been judged by others” but 

she quickly became “...satisfied with myself in a way.” Her growth in this area was evidenced 

through her increased willingness to get involved and contribute, and she developed a sense 

of accomplishment from her successes that worked its way into her sense of wellbeing. 

 

I feel like the beach kinda, like, helped me to calm myself and the surfing just, like, 
being able to come up to the water, just, like, being able, like, to stand up or just, like, 
accomplish standing or, that was a big thing as well. 

 

Charlie was most impacted by a feeling of judgment from others, and she did not feel she 

fitted in with the group. She described her feeling while walking to the beach in her bikini as 

‘intimidating’ and that “... like the walk there and you kind of like, don’t know what, like who to 

talk to or you just like think that you look a certain way, but you probably don’t.” Here, she 

touched on the fact that she understood that she was likely not being judged but was unable 

to change her feelings. She offered “...like a suggestion, if there was, like, a little circle and 

everyone, like, came around and talked together and all was like one whole group, you 

know?” Interestingly, this had occurred at the start of the programme, but Charlie had not 

attended that session, which further contributed to her feeling of exclusion. 

 

Her perception that she was being judged proved to be very strong, and she mentioned that 

a parent had pushed her many times to try new things, “...over time, it kind of you get more 

used to it, but sometimes you still kinda feel awkward and stuff like that.” She was keen to try 

activities that she herself had chosen, which had included this programme, but when others 

became involved, she felt pressured and said “...no one really just understands and can 

kinda just, like, relax about it and just kinda let you do your own thing.” For Charlie, the 

pressure of being pushed to be involved in multiple experiences had led to a decrease in 

confidence. 
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The quiet between the waves 

Being out in nature and experiencing a sense of quiet and solitude was important to most 

participants. Aria understood that nature had a calming effect and that she would “...go for a 

walk and clear my mind” if feeling overwhelmed. Charlie was also clear that the summer 

months had a positive impact on her and that “...I feel like everyone kinda like thrives in the 

summertime and that’s definitely me.” The combination of the warm summer months, being 

outside, and the physical activity of surfing created an opportunity for calming moments 

amongst their busy weeks. Lily described her week as “chaotic”, juggling school, part-time 

work and social activities.  

 

She remembered the feelings she had during the programme, and her sense of reprieve 

from the classroom: 

 

There were just loud people all the time, and it felt really nice to just have one period 
of the day where you just go out where it’s nice and calm on the water. 

 

Rose also described her feelings of serenity from the surfing programme: 

  

When you’re just sitting there, I feel like that’s the most peaceful part. I find it really 
peaceful, like my mind just like stops, like thinking about everything I have to do at 
school or I have to do at home, it’s just like peaceful. 

 

Huia also echoed this feeling: 

 

When you’re just sitting there, I feel like that’s the most peaceful part. 

 

Kya was also clear that surfing had a very calming impact on her and reflected: 

 

I feel like it was, like, really calming – surfing. It was still like a sport, but, like, there 
was, a quietness to it. But I feel like it got everything to, sort of slow down. Like, it just 
got everything to sync, sort of. 

 

Esther shared this feeling as she described that “...I feel like the surfing kinda helped you to 

cut your mind and just, like, giving you time to breathe in a way.” She described 

understanding the need to be present to be safe in the ocean, but with that presence, other 

negative emotions could not come to the surface. Huia was able to express this when she 

said: 

 

And just, like, stress is kind of stress kind of resides in future thoughts and past 
thoughts. It can’t really reside in the moment unless you, like, make it as such, but 
that’s only when you’re thinking about the past or the present. 
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For these participants, surfing provided an opportunity for them to ‘crowd out’ some negative 

or persistent thoughts from their otherwise busy lives. 

 

Wellbeing programmes in schools 

Throughout the interviews, the participants offered recommendations for how they would 

implement a programme like this for other young people. A key recommendation from Aria 

was echoed by others in that it should “go for the whole year.” As a brand-new surfer, Esther 

was clear that everyone should at least try surfing to understand if they gained the same 

impact as she had. 

 

But I feel like if surfing could be a thing that we could do every day in the school or 
during the weekends, what do you think would be great, you know?  Especially to 
those who don’t know the feeling used to surfing. 

 

Having something to look forward to during the school week was discussed as a benefit that 

would assist in motivation, and potentially even in attendance for some. 

 

I think they’d be more like, happy to come to school… Yeah. Make them feel more 
happy to actually come to school.  

 

The general feeling of the programme being a break, or a refresh in the middle of the week 

from the stresses in school, persisted. Kya coupled this notion with learning something that 

wasn’t tethered to schoolwork and classes. 

 

Because I feel like. Just like having those, like, if like all classes, maybe like, 
separating it, like boys and girls and then having it like in the middle of the week. It’s 
just like a good break from everything else. And it’s something new to work on, its like 
physical and surfing is just really cool.  

 

It was suggested by a couple of participants that other activities may also suffice to achieve 

many of the benefits gained from the surfing programme. The options were not limited to 

outdoor-based activities but broadened to personal preference, as suggested by Huia. 

 

I think I great thing to implement, like some people just like going on a bushwalk or 
something. …And just being able to like, it’s kind of like, take a step back. 

 

Charlie suggested providing a range of options for students to choose from, based on their 

interests and abilities. 
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I know it’s kind of difficult to do this, but if there was like different kind of activities, if 
you were into art or surfing and it was all had a wellbeing kind of thing into it. So, if 
there was like an art class and everyone just painted and talked. That would, that 
would be really fun. Yeah.  And, or whatever anyone’s into, kind of. Like you, whether 
it’s like learning to do something that you’ve wanted to do. Yeah, something different. 

 

Both participants were able to understand that the benefits may not be isolated to one 

activity, and that if young people were provided with options, they may be able to choose a 

direction for themselves. 

Taha Whānau 

The most statistically significant increase across wellbeing domains was in both taha whānau 

and the eudaimonic social wellbeing subscale. These results are strongly supported by 

participant stories in the following section and highlight the important role that connections 

play in wellbeing.  

 

Friendships and new connections 

At the post-programme interviews, participants discussed the impact on both existing 

relationships and new connections within the group. Lily described her experiences as 

“...doing something different in a way to like socially interact with people.” By the end of the 

programme, most participants reached out beyond existing relationships and made new 

connections, as highlighted by Elandri. 

 

Well, it’s nice to do something like that with friends, so it also brings you closer with 
your friends. 

 

She felt that her existing friendship with Esther was enhanced by being in the surfing 

programme together: 

 

I feel like, it’s us both being able to be vulnerable in a way, which is, like, being able to 
look past our competitiveness and just being able to learn together. 

 

Post programme, Lily indicated that meeting and getting to know new people through 

participation meant she was now able to connect with them in classes “...I can obviously sit 

with them and stuff, which I think is good because, like, so that I’m not just, like, confined to a 

couple of people.”  She also spent time with Esther and Elandri learning about their South 

African culture and was able to “...see how they experience life”. This indication of 

connection and belonging through a shared experience was strongly mirrored through her 

very high increase in both taha whānau and eudaimonic social wellbeing scores in her 

surveys. 
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Kya also discussed the importance of making new connections. She found the social aspect 

invigorating despite not being the most ‘social person’. As she reflected: 

 

I got to socialise, with other girls and, like, talk to more people. 

 

Huia thoroughly enjoyed the social aspect and thrived in the environment where she could 

make connections. She described the feeling when out surfing with others: 

 
I feel like a lot of the time when you think about surfing socially, like, it’s most of the 
time it’s all good vibrations… it’s like a good vibe always. 

 

Not all participants found the social aspect important, with Aria often spending the surfing 

sessions alone focussing on her own progress right from the start of the programme. She 

was consistently focussed on improving and the social aspects interested her but did not 

impact her participation and this was reflected in her taha whānau results which did not 

change through the programme. Charlie was also unable to connect socially and was not 

confident in making new friendships amongst her peers, impacting her withdrawal from the 

programme: 

 
Getting in there with, like, girls that especially have their own friend groups as well as 
can be intimidating. 

 

Being supported to learn and grow 

Huia reflected on how important it was that group members valued the support she offered, 

even seeking out her tips for improvement. This helped her own experience to be positive, as 

she stated “...and even when I would, like, give other people advice, really, it was like it made 

me feel better as well.” She connected her value to others as being integral to her success 

within the programme. 

 

I remember giving people like some tips and stuff, and then it was just a great feeling 
to, like, see those tips actually work and see them catch waves, because they’re 
trying to do something different. 

 

The theme of learning in a safe and comfortable environment was discussed by Kya, who 

said, “... it was like a safe space, I suppose, like, to learn something.” She expanded on this 

notion by highlighting the lack of judgment from the group, and that she felt she could fall off 

and “make a fool of myself.” Esther had similar sentiments in this area and realised quickly 

there was no judgement and that she could progress at her own pace in a safe and 

comfortable environment. 
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Kya disclosed that she had continued to surf occasionally through winter but that “...it’s just 

not quite the same.” When asked to expand, she mentioned the group effect and that her 

learning phase had slowed down. Kya shared her excitement that she was going to Hawaii to 

visit her sister with whom she would now be able to surf.  

 

Just the girls 

After the programme was completed, the participants persisted in their sentiment that a 

female-only element was essential. Mia found the single sex environment to be very 

important and was clear that being with ‘the girls’ was more important to her than the actual 

surfing. There was a comfort level that several participants discussed that allowed them the 

freedom to learn in confidence. Kya stated that “surfing with girls was, like, way more, like, 

comfortable,” and Rose shared the sentiment with “...we wouldn’t have felt as comfortable.”  

She felt that boys were “intense” and “show offy”, and that “...it wouldn’t have been as good if 

they were with us.” Kya also indicated that the presence of boys would have negatively 

impacted the programme, as she would have been “...always conscious that they’re there”. 

She understood that her feeling of being judged by the boys was likely a perception, but an 

important one to overcome. As she reflected that “I felt way more comfortable and, like, less 

judged in a way”. 

 

Mentorship 

By the very end of the programme, the participants were mostly surfing as a group, while the 

student facilitators would watch from the beach. The role of these student facilitators 

transitioned from coach to safety managers, through to observers was matched by the 

participants’ increase in sense of autonomy in the eudaimonic psychological wellbeing 

domain. As they improved in skills and in trust of each other, the participants increased their 

agency as a group and didn’t require the intensive supervision they did at the start.  

 

This sense of the group’s emotions being bound together extended to the student facilitators, 

with Lily appreciating getting to know the older girls. The student facilitators were discussed 

for their role in the safety of the group, as Rose noted “.... because I trusted who we were 

with and I didn’t think anything bad would happen.” She displayed a high level of trust in the 

skills and knowledge of the student facilitators involved. Interestingly, the participants did not 

discuss the student facilitators in terms of their contribution to their surfing skill in these final 

interviews, but were consistent with the safety message, as explained by Kya when 

comparing the sessions to her outdoor education classes. 
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 It, like, we felt like I felt like way more safe surfing during that period than I did in 
outdoor ed because I knew that if I, like I don’t know. Had a situation or something 
like, they would be there to help. 

 

The role of the family 

Participants discussed the role of the family in supporting children’s participation in outdoor 

activities and in developing wellbeing strategies. Aria brought up an important consideration 

when discussing equitable access to activities such as the surfing programme. She believed 

that schools should provide these experiences, as “…. Home usually can’t”. Lily agreed that 

different situations at home meant that the consistency was not there for everyone to access 

opportunities. She described how parents’ time was torn between various things, and that 

“...they don’t wanna go out and do things necessarily all the time consistently.” She was 

absolute in believing that when the programme is scheduled during school time, it suits 

everyone and becomes a highlight of the week. Kya was also aware that families are 

constructed in different ways, and that she was fortunate to have parents who had the time to 

take her to various activities if required. 

 

Huia agreed that schools were the best place for young people to get both opportunities like 

this programme, and education on mental health strategies. She believed that even if parents 

were recommended to teach their children strategies that it wouldn’t be “...guaranteed that, 

students will get those type of care.” She firmly believed that children should be specifically 

taught skills and strategies to support their own wellbeing and that schools should be 

consistent in delivering this. She suggested:   

 

Children may be feeling like, I guess, left out that they were never taught, aspects like 
that about what it means to be content, and ways that you can do that, and practices 
that can help calm you down and stuff like that. 

 

She took this notion further by suggesting the ongoing future impact on the following 

generations. 

 

 But also, through doing this at school, it leads the hope that this generation, when 
they become parents, they can teach that to their children.  

 

Taha Wairua 

Participants felt their spiritual wellbeing was enhanced through participation in the 

programme, with a mean increase of 1.25 (SD = 1.04) across the group. The aspects of taha 

wairua captured in interviews ranged from the benefits of nature exposure and environmental 

protection, through to fostering a sense of meaning and purpose. Understanding of taha 
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wairua expanded beyond the self to encapsulate moments of awe and environmental 

awareness. 

 

Being in nature and the appreciation of place 

All participants expressed that they missed the opportunity to go ‘outside’ and spend time in 

nature. Elandri firmly understood the benefits for herself and believed others should spend 

time in the outdoors: 

 

I think it’s good for people to spend time outside. 

 

Huia was able to express the benefits and hoped to share that with other students in the 

school: 

 

There are benefits, and I feel like a lot of students aren’t as open-minded as that – to 
think that just standing in grass with their feet can benefit you. 

 

She reinforced that schools were able to support young people in understanding the positive 

impacts that nature exposure can have on them: 

 
You could teach the students how, like, the aspects of the benefits of just being in 
nature. 
 

Esther echoed this sentiment when she was asked if she believed it was the impact of the 

surfing or of the environment, saying “...I feel like it’s the beach and the ocean”, and I 

“calming place.” Lily also believed it was the environment that supported her enhanced 

sense of wellbeing, and her appreciation for her local area grew. She spends a lot of time at 

home in her spare time, preferring to read in her room, so the surfing programme has 

provided her with valuable time outdoors. 

 

I think because, like, as someone who does spend a lot of time at home and, like, just 
in such confined spaces, it’s good to see what places are, other than just like 
something that is man-made. Just something that is just built from, like, pure nature, 
just from the world is so refreshing than just constantly seeing man-made structures. 

 

Kaitiakitanga 

The sense of kaitiakitanga grew within several of the participants, with an understanding that 

taking care of the ocean and beach environment was everyone’s responsibility. Kya 

discussed that the surfing programme had made her realise “...a few things”, and that while 

she didn’t feel it was her fault, there was much to be considered when using the beach. 
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Like, actually, I do have a, like, a responsibility, New Zealander, like, taking care of 
certain things, because I always see posters around school, like, overfishing and stuff 
and, like, pollution…But, like, this thing about being responsible, like, with, like, not 
overdoing it. 

 

Lily was also concerned about the future of the ocean and beach and was keen “...to just get 

out into the nature and just, like, enjoy it for what it is before, like, climate change, whatever 

the world, like, ruins it.” Several other participants mentioned they had increased their sense 

of care for the beach and that with an increase in knowledge about the space, they had come 

to better respect it. Elandri and Esther had consistently maintained a healthy respect for the 

ocean and considered it a place that could be perilous if treated carelessly. The notion that 

the ocean can provide rich learning and grave dangers if not adequately respected was 

highlighted as particularly important to these two participants. Esther had an extra dimension 

as she disclosed late in the programme that her brother had drowned as an infant. This had 

led to the family largely avoiding water spaces and activities throughout her childhood. Her 

ability to overcome this fear and gain the confidence required to be in that environment was 

evidenced in her appreciation and joy in being involved. Coming from landlocked South 

African cities, Esther and Elandri were learning not just about surfing but nearly everything 

about the beach environment. 

 

Kya was intent on respecting the ocean and “other people who use it.” This gave the sense 

that the ocean was more than just a place to play and recreate; it was a place that had 

further meaning and purpose for them. The reflections of the participants suggested they 

were gaining a deeper sense of the PERMA domain of Meaning and understanding that they 

belonged to something larger than themselves. This directly correlates with the significant 

shift in the participants’ sense of social cohesion on the MHC-SF, where the question asks 

how often they feel ‘that the way society works makes sense to you’.  

 

Sense of meaning 

The MHC-SF survey data revealed that some participants had increased their sense of 

meaning and life appreciation over the course of the surfing programme. Huia attributed that 

sense to her environment and increased gratitude. 

 
Like, I was ready to accept and be grateful for that I, like, that I live here in the Mount, 
and that I live next to this awesome beach where I have the opportunity to go out to 
the ocean. I feel like that would also contribute to my increase of, like, life 
appreciation. 

 

Two of the participants felt that the programme had provided them with much potential to 

achieve personal growth. Lily had improved significantly on all four aspects of Hauora on the 

post Hua Oranga survey, and she was cognizant that she had matured emotionally and had 
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“...grown a lot more throughout the year.” Esther became emotional as she discussed the 

changes in her outlook during and after the programme. 

 

 I think that I started seeing things from different perspectives as well, not just like 
coming to my conclusion on things. I feel like I start seeing things different than I did 
before but also feeling stronger in a way.  

 

When questioned further about feeling stronger, she stated it was the “sense of belonging” 

and that she didn’t immediately see a purpose in surfing but as time progressed, she began 

to see others’ perspectives and “...kind of seeing why things happen.” 

 

Finding stillness and connection 

Beyond calming, it was identified that ocean had some almost ethereal power, with Huia 

describing this as “...kind of mysterious properties about the ocean that make someone feel 

like better.” All of the participants would choose not to actively chase waves at different points 

and would instead just sit or lie on their boards in the ocean. Huia reflected on the meditative 

properties of spending time on the ocean: 

 

 I feel like one of the best parts about surfing is, like, in between catching waves. 

 

Both Kya and Esther credited the programme and being in the ocean regularly as having a 

far greater impact. Esther’s experience included an increase in confidence that led to her 

feeling “...at one with myself now,” where she described her feelings of being self-conscious 

as no longer relevant.   

 
When things happened in the past, I feel like doing this and just coming out of the 
ocean kind of just like brought me to myself, like connected to myself in a way I didn’t 
think would have happened because, you know, the surfing would, you know. But I 
feel like the ocean kind of helped me to find myself in a way. 

 

Kya described maturing through the programme, saying, “I guess I started thinking, like, 

differently.” She talked about surfing and being on the ocean as having to be “...present, like, 

in the moment sort of thing,” rather than distracting herself with social media, in turn forcing 

her into a situation where she was reflecting more. While she didn’t necessarily like having 

time to think, “...because my brain will just, like, start doing things”, she did outline the 

benefits she felt when removing distractions. 

 

 I suppose, like also, like, talking to you, like, throughout the term and doing interviews 
and stuff, like, made me understand, like, think about things a bit more too, like, a bit 
more deeply. 

 



 116 

Elandri also broadened her understanding of the importance of perspective, sharing that: 

 

I think spending time with people I didn’t really know actually made me think, okay, 
but maybe not everybody sees stuff the same way as I do and that makes you think, 
okay, but how’s that person feeling about this and, like, there are different people. 
 

Round three: summary 

The final round of qualitative data revealed a significant shift in participants’ understanding 

and experience of wellbeing because of engaging in the programme. While this 

transformation was evident, participants also expressed a sense of loss as the programme 

had come to an end. Their reflections pointed to a more mature and nuanced understanding 

of their wellbeing that entwined personal growth with a deep sense of belonging to both the 

group and the physical environment. Participation in the programme helped support them to 

find mechanisms that cultivated calm and identified places that could sustain the feelings 

beyond the programme. Most participants noted stronger connections with others, which in 

turn enhanced their self-confidence and fostered a sense of care for themselves and their 

surroundings.  

Summary of Findings 

The quantitative results showed a significant positive impact across all taha of Hauora, and 

these findings are supported by the rich narrative of participants, highlighting the benefits of a 

mixed methods approach. The MHC-SF results yielded strong evidence that eudaimonic 

wellbeing was enhanced more than hedonic, indicating the programme’s impact as 

meaningful, extending beyond fun and enjoyment. Within the eudaimonic data, social 

wellbeing had a significant increase, highlighting the contribution to participants’ 

Relationships domain and sense of belonging and connection within a group. 

 

The four taha of Te Whare Tapa Whā served to provide a framework to organise the findings, 

and this continues through to the discussion. The following table is a summary of the findings 

across all three rounds, showing the progression in participants’ perceptions through the 

programme. Each of the four taha housed several sub-themes, which emerged from the 

embodied experiences and subsequent stories told through interviews and journals. These 

sub-themes served to expand on areas that the participants found most important, with the 

complexities and notions of wellbeing expanding over time. 

 

These findings support the understanding that wellbeing is constructed from lived, shared 

experiences that evolve and are relational, leading to connection to place and a collective 

sense of meaning. The following discussion further synthesises these into conceptual 
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categories that highlight how surfing - and the ocean – can be a catalyst for enhancing youth 

wellbeing.  

 

Tūtohi 7 collates the subheadings from the findings under their taha, or parent code. This 

overview outlines the subheadings over time, from the early to the during and post-

programme experiences. For the discussion, five key themes emerged from the findings to 

represent the participants experiences of wellbeing and change over the duration of the 

programme: 

 

• Challenge to growth - the role of physical activity in wellbeing 

• From discomfort and fear to increased confidence and self-esteem  

• Belonging and supportive connections  

• Nature exposure - presence and connection  

• Reframing wellbeing and flourishing.  

 

These themes are distilled from the findings from each aspect or taha of wellbeing, and 

reflect the overall impacts of the programme. Each of these is elaborated on in the following 

discussion section. 

 
Tūtohi  7 Overview of discussion themes over time 

Early in the programme During the programme Post programme 
Taha Tinana   

Physical Challenge and 

Progress 

Progress through Practice Surfing as a Springboard for 

Ongoing Physical Activity 

Repetition and Practice Physical Exertion Skill Learning in Nature 

Physical Activity as a 

Positive Health Habit 

Learning the Conditions  

 Surfing as a Future Physical 

Activity 

 

Taha Hinengaro   

Fun, Joy and Excitement Confidence Beyond the Comfort Zone 

Positive Mindset and Mental 

Shifts 

A ‘Mental Break’ The Quiet Between the 

Waves 

Overcoming Mental Barriers Reframing Challenges  
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 Ongoing Impacts  

Taha Whānau   

Peer Connection and 

Mutual Support 

The Importance of Support 

from Peers 

Friendship and New 

Connections 

Community and Mentorship Encouraging Others Being Supported to Learn 

and Grow 

 A Sense of Belonging Just the Girls 

 Single Sex Environment Mentorship 

 The Role of the Senior 

Student Facilitator 

The Role of the Family 

Taha Wairua   

Anticipation and 

Accomplishment 

Anticipation and Temporal 

Wellbeing 

Being in Nature and the 

Appreciation of Place 

Presence and Connection Mindfulness and Presence Kaitiakitanga 

Natures Calming Impact Increased Connection with 

Nature 

Sense of Meaning 

 Respect and Appreciation  
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Chapter 5 Discussion 
This research explored the potential for an evidence-based, place-responsive, challenging 

outdoors programme that impacts the emotional wellbeing of young wāhine. This programme 

was developed and tested in the context of surfing, with the ocean acting as both a rich 

backdrop and an active participant alongside the group. A core theoretical contribution of this 

research is the conceptualisation of nature, specifically the ocean, not merely as a backdrop 

but as an active co-facilitator and advocate within the participants' learning journey. This 

study highlights how the ocean can actively shape identity and connection in female youth 

and portrays nature beyond a static setting. 

 

As well as being a challenging learn-to-surf experience, the programme supported 

participants in discovering factors that enhanced their personal wellbeing that can lead to a 

long-term, informed, holistic path to flourishing. Holistic wellbeing was fostered through 

shared social context and enriching experiences. 

 

This chapter begins with a summary of the key findings from both survey data sets and the 

qualitative data from journals and interviews. A framework for the synthesis of data is 

introduced, with Te Whare Tapa Whā model of wellbeing used as a primary framework, and 

PERMA domains used to complement this and to provide an integrated interpretation for the 

discussion themes. The main body of the discussion synthesises these themes against 

current literature and theory, making sense of the participants’ narratives and meaning from 

their lived experiences. 

 

The findings are then discussed in relation to the research questions presented early in this 

study. The following sections discuss the theoretical and practical contributions to this area of 

research, as well as the contextual limitations and critical reflections of this study, identifying 

areas that could be further investigated. 

 

Ultimately, the discussion presents the potential for scalable and contextualised programme 

development, with implications for addressing the complexities of the current youth mental 

health crisis through embodied, place-responsive experiences embedded in a positive 

psychology lens. 

Summary of Key Findings 

The data findings suggest that overall, the surfing programme had a positive and meaningful 

impact on the participants. The analysis of the Hua Oranga results highlighted a positive shift 

in all four taha of Hauora, with mean shifts ranging from 0.88 to 1.5 out of a possible five. The 
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largest shift was in taha whānau, indicating a positive impact on participants’ social 

wellbeing. The smallest shift was in taha tinana, however, the baseline data confirmed an 

already high start point.  

 

The MHC-SF revealed an increase in the Flourishing domain to 50% of participants, from just 

one participant (11%) at the baseline data collection. When broken down to sub-scales, 

eudaimonic social wellbeing had the biggest mean change (M = 1.03, p = 0.002), aligning 

with the data from taha whānau. Hedonic wellbeing had the least shift, but, like taha tinana, 

the baseline data indicated a higher level before the programme. Eudaimonic psychological 

wellbeing showed significant positive shifts within personal growth and autonomy, and an 

overall mean shift that showed statistical significance (M = 0.6, p = 0.01). 

 

The thematic analysis of the qualitative data supported the positive numerical shifts, and as 

the study progressed, new sub themes emerged as participant perceptions shifted. 

Participants discussed their journey from discomfort and fear to confidence in themselves 

and the trust and safety within the group. The social bonds were enhanced through a female-

only environment, with peer-to-peer learning, encouragement and a sense of belonging 

contributing to social coherence and autonomy. This narrative aligned with the increases in 

both taha whānau and eudaimonic social wellbeing domains. Participants discussed the 

therapeutic and calming effects that the ocean had on them, speaking about presence and 

mindfulness when spending time in the ocean. This led to an enhanced understanding of the 

importance of being in the outdoors and increased their intimate connection with nature. 

There was evidence that the positive indicators of wellbeing went beyond the surfing 

programme, with participants describing the impact on broader aspects of their lives. The 

participant’s contribution outlined the potential of the programme in providing a meaningful 

experience that can enhance the wellbeing of young wāhine in Aotearoa. 

A Framework for Data Synthesis 

Five core themes emerged from the findings, representing the lived experiences of the 

participants on their journey through the surfing programme: 

 

• Challenge to growth - the role of physical activity in wellbeing 

• From discomfort and fear to increased confidence and self-esteem  

• Belonging and supportive connections  

• Nature exposure – presence and connection  

• Reframing wellbeing and flourishing.  
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These themes are distilled from the findings from each aspect or taha of wellbeing, and 

reflect the overall impacts of the programme. Each of these is elaborated on in the following 

section. 

 

For the discussion, each of these is aligned with a dimension (taha) of Te Whare Tapa Whā 

(Tūtohi 8). The final theme captures participants’ reframing of wellbeing to incorporate 

concepts associated with flourishing, reflecting the interconnectedness of all four taha. The 

interviews and themes demonstrate a developmental trajectory in the participants’ 

understanding of wellbeing as the participnats move from relatively simple notions to more 

complex, integrated perspectives. The themes illustrate how participants made sense of 

wellbeing as multidimensional, and how each taha interacts with and influences the others, 

contributing to a holistic view of wellbeing. To strengthen the interpretation, the language of 

positive psychology, through the PERMA framework, is used to reinforce and extend these 

understandings.   

Interpreting the Findings Through Te Whare Tapa Whā 

The five main themes emerging for discussion outline the range of impacts the surfing 

programme had on the participants, as they progressed from the early stages through to 

post-programme reflections. The discussion of each main theme begins with a summary of 

several fine-grained insights from each round of data collection, which are referred to as sub-

themes. The five main themes are linked to each of the four taha and are outlined below in 

Tūtohi 8. Each main theme is introduced with a summary of the findings within the taha, and 

an overview of the subheadings that emerged during development of discussion themes. The 

themes are interpreted and synthesised using participant insights, researcher reflection and 

reference to reviewed literature. 

 
Tūtohi  8 Overview of five core themes 

Key Wellbeing Domain Core Theme 
Taha Tinana Challenge to Growth -the role of physical activity in 

wellbeing 

Taha Hinengaro From discomfort and fear to increased confidence and self 

esteem 

Taha Whānau Belonging and Supportive connections 

Taha Wairua Nature exposure – presence and connection  

All Taha - Flourishing Reframing wellbeing and flourishing 
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Taha Tinana: Challenge to growth - the role of physical activity in 
wellbeing 
Tūtohi  9 Reflective summary of Taha Tinana subthemes from the data rounds 

Early in the programme During the programme Post programme 

Taha Tinana   

Physical Challenge and 

Progress 

Progress through Practice Surfing as a Springboard for 

Ongoing Physical Activity 

Repetition and Practice Physical Exertion Skill Learning in Nature 

Physical Activity as a 

Positive Health Habit 

Learning the Conditions  

 Surfing as a Future Physical 

Activity 

 

 

This section demonstrates how participants’ experiences reveal the central role of physical 

activity in wellbeing, and the flow-on effect to the positive impact on taha hinengaro. Early 

experiences of fun and positive emotions in an activity can become powerful engagement 

tools, leading to continued participation and the ability to gain broader benefits and 

experience moments of flourishing. The subheadings emerged from the narratives 

participants shared about their physical experiences in the programme. Distinct storylines 

emerged as the data was reviewed: moments of tolerable stress, early frustrations to growing 

mastery, choosing to be active, and connecting physical activity to nature. These recurring 

storylines were shaped into subthemes to represent physical change and growth through the 

programme. 
Tūtohi  10 Insights from: Challenge to Growth – the role of physical activity in wellbeing 

Insights from: Challenge to Growth - The role of physical activity in wellbeing 

• Learning a New Skill - the role of multiple moments of tolerable stress  

• Taking on a Challenge - from fun to accomplishment 

• Being active 

• Physical activity and nature 

 

Learning a new skill - the role of multiple moments of tolerable stress  

Participants initially experienced frustrations in learning to surf, yet these challenges directly 

fostered resilience through multiple moments of tolerable stress (Berkett, 2021). Participants 
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described ‘getting rolled ’ and not catching any waves, but they persisted despite these 

challenges. The safe environment led to them taking small risks without overwhelming fear of 

failure, and the resilience they built led to skill development and agency. These findings align 

with Antonovskys (1987) salutogenic theory of wellbeing, as well as my own observations 

around skill learning, where growth occurs through the ability to navigate adversity, rather 

than in avoiding stress. The moments of stress led to an enhanced sense of wellbeing 

through resilience and small, consistent adaptations, an experience shared by participants in 

the Waves of Wellness programme (McKenzie et al., 2021).  

 

In contrast to the constant low-level stress state that can lead to negative mental health 

outcomes (Khan & Khan, 2017), embodied and focused activities such as surfing provide a 

relatively controlled environment for stress to be experienced. In particular, as the skill 

learning moves from early phases to less frequent errors, the focus changes to self-

improvement and a space where frequent attempts at refinement can be made. Providing a 

safe and trusting environment provides a backdrop to experience these moments of tolerable 

stress and success, offering an ideal antidote to the feelings of low motivation and bleak 

outlooks that many youth are currently navigating (Ministry of Health - Manatu Hauora, 2024; 

Stubbing et al., 2023b). 

 

Taking on a challenge - from fun to accomplishment 

Early fun and some frustrations were overtaken by moments of mastery as participants learnt 

to stand up and perform moves such as learning to surf sideways along a wave. This 

supports the findings of Turecek et al. (2025), who describe environmental mastery as a key 

element of flourishing; in particular, wellbeing is enhanced when physical activity is 

performed in nature. These experiences of success and accomplishment were celebrated by 

themselves and extended to others as they experienced their own surfing achievements. 

This is an important element as mutual support is essential in enhancing resilience and 

wellbeing for females in outdoor programmes (R. Pearson et al., 2025). One participant 

reflected that while it was ‘nice’ that she was accomplishing skills, it was even better to ‘see 

other people happy’. My interpretation of these narratives suggests the participants saw 

other successes in part as their own, in that the group collectively were progressing. 

 

This sense of accomplishment significantly increased participants’ life satisfaction, and 

though taha tinana had low to moderate increases, physical mastery plays an important role 

in continued engagement and continuation of activities. However, some participants reported 

negative experiences in their learning, with one noting frustrations when she was “...not 

meeting (my) own expectations”. This highlights the dual nature of learning a challenging 
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activity such as surfing - there are opportunities for both successes and failures, creating the 

potential to develop perseverance and resilience (Franceschi et al., 2024). 
 

Being active 

Physical activity experiences that are non-competitive and inclusive play an important role for 

young females (Sport New Zealand - Ihi Aotearoa, 2023). Many young females are avoiding 

or not being introduced to physical activity experiences, in particular in the outdoors, often 

due to early and persistent gendered schema and beliefs (Chapman, 2016; Parsons & 

Halstead, 2022; Rogers et al., 2024). It is important to provide a comprehensive and 

equitable range of opportunities to overcome any long-held stigmas or barriers to 

participation. 

 

As highlighted by one participant, physical activity is “...so much more than sport”. The 

surfing programme helped in reframing definitions of physical activity, broadening the 

understanding of what is available and accessible beyond normal sporting constructs. 

Involvement in the surfing programme led to several participants seeking out new and 

ongoing physical activity experiences, and a recognition of the benefits of regular exercise. 

As an advocate for the powerful influence physical activity can have on mental wellbeing, I 

found this evidence to be encouraging. Current low rates of female participation in physical 

activity (Sport New Zealand - Ihi Aotearoa, 2023) require targeted intervention and exposure 

to enjoyable, diverse, and accessible physical activity experiences, ensuring young females 

can see activity as both relevant and achievable in their everyday lives. 

 

Physical activity and nature 

Engaging in physical activity while in the outdoors enhances the benefits, leading to 

increased mental wellbeing, self-acceptance and personal growth, in part due to connection 

with nature (Turecek et al., 2025). Participant data confirmed this notion, showing enhanced 

Environmental Mastery and Self-Acceptance scores, both key components in human 

flourishing (Keyes, 2007; Turecek et al., 2025). The opportunity that nature provides - as both 

a place to ‘do’ physical activity and its ability to provide a setting for calm and reflection - is a 

unique backdrop to enhance wellbeing and personal development. Participant descriptions of 

the surfing programme moved from more hedonic terms such as ‘fun’ and ‘enjoyable’, to 

showing an understanding that physical activity in nature can improve emotional wellbeing 

through being ‘grounding’, ‘calming’ and ‘peaceful’. This shift in their reflections, despite 

participating in a challenging activity, illustrates how physical activity can foster a deeper 

sense of wellbeing. This also highlights the evolution from hedonic to more eudaimonic 

wellbeing, aligning with both PERMA and Te Whare Tapa Whā. 
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Summary  

This theme explored the connection between physical activity, wellbeing and the important 

role physical activity has in enhancing experiences. The programme provided participants 

with an opportunity to experience a new and testing physical activity with its inherent risks 

and moments of stress, while expanding their understanding of wellbeing through 

overcoming challenges. Nature served not just as a backdrop, but as an important advocate 

for mastery, self-improvement and building of resilience.  

Taha Hinengaro: From discomfort and fear to increased confidence 
and self-esteem 
Tūtohi  11 Reflective summary of Taha Hinengaro subthemes from the data rounds 

Early in the programme During the programme Post programme 

Taha Hinengaro   

Fun, Joy and Excitement Confidence Beyond the Comfort Zone 

Positive Mindset and Mental 

Shifts 

A ‘Mental Break’ The Quiet Between the 

Waves 

Overcoming Mental Barriers Reframing Challenges  

 Future  

 

This theme explores the journey from initial discomfort and fear to increased confidence and 

self-esteem through the psychological and physical challenges within the surfing programme. 

These are framed against the journey of participants from experiencing Positive Emotions, 

through to expanded Engagement, strengthening their taha hinengaro and taha wairua in 

response to challenge and growth. The three subthemes emerged strongly through the 

narrative of participants as their progression in surfing was demonstrated, shifting 

perspectives about what they were capable of, how they could view the challenge, and also 

the range of emotions they could feel through the activity. 

 
Tūtohi  12 Insights from: From Discomfort and Fear to increased Confidence and Self-esteem 

Inisghts from: From Discomfort and Fear to Increased Confidence and Self-esteem 

• Early Fear, Discomfort, and Unfamiliarity, to Emotional Balance  

• Confidence and Self Esteem 

• Relaxation and Calmness 
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From early fear, discomfort, and unfamiliarity to emotional balance 

Many participants expressed early vulnerabilities and discomfort when they started the 

unfamiliar skills of surfing and navigating the ocean environment, as echoed by females in 

other studies (Jelleyman & Humberstone, 2024; Roy & Caudwell, 2014). Discomfort was 

clearly subjective, with participants having doubts about differing aspects of the programme 

initially. There were descriptions of surfing being ‘a little uncomfortable’, through to clear 

discomfort in being ‘rolled’ and negotiating conditions. 

 

Despite many challenges in learning to surf, even when they didn’t get waves, the ocean was 

a place that supported emotional balance. One participant described her experiences after 

not getting waves that day, that she was. “...only tumbled by the whitewash, but I already felt 

better”. The surfing acted as a medium for participants to enhance their resilience through 

experiencing challenge and facing fears, integral factors in supporting growth (R. Pearson et 

al., 2025). Pushing through the early fears and discomforts led to transformational 

experiences, such as Esther’s emotional disclosure around ‘seeing things differently’ and 

‘feeling stronger’, and Kya’s claim to feeling ‘more mature’, as well as opportunities to push 

themselves ‘to do the best I can’. I found these statements to be expressions of 

empowerment and deeply enhanced positive emotions, supporting McMahan and Estes 

(2015) findings that wellbeing is promoted more by increasing positive experiences than by 

reducing negative ones. 

 

Confidence and self esteem 

Early frustrations were overtaken by moments of confidence and feelings of mastery. The 

safety provided by the group and student facilitators provided a space where participants 

were ‘challenging ourselves’, and this provided a platform for risk-taking to be explored. 

Young females are more likely to engage in this type of risk-taking when they have a 

backdrop of mutual support and belonging (Pearson et al., 2025). These experiences of 

exploring risk and overcoming small fears in nature lead to reinforcing positive mental health 

in youth (Jimenez et al., 2021), strengthening the ability to buffer negative thoughts and 

feelings. 

 

As progression occurred, surfing became a space for relatively unstructured play, where 

participants could experience joy, creativity and self-expression (Dankiw et al., 2020). Young 

females seem less likely to experience free play as they enter the teenage years, as they are 

exposed to gendered ideals through social media that do not conform with childish notions 

(Leonhardt & Overå, 2021). Play enhanced physical competence and confidence, which in 

turn motivated progression and supported a shift in thinking. Attitude became a powerful tool 

in gaining confidence, shifting from feelings of discomfort to having confidence in physical 
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abilities, and that surfing was seen as ‘having a purpose’. This reflects my own feelings about 

surfing as a powerful wellbeing enhancer, rather than a mere activity. Negative self-talk also 

changed to a motivational inner dialogue -‘just two more paddles and I would have got that’ -

which ultimately supports persistence, determination, and overall life satisfaction. 

 

Relaxation and calmness 

Nature exposure and wellbeing have been widely researched, with time in nature now being 

considered essential to human wellbeing (Barton & Pretty, 2010; Carpenter & Harper, 2016; 

Hunter et al., 2019). As confidence grew and early fears subsided, the participant’s ability to 

draw on nature’s calming effects increased, as they experienced ‘relaxation’ and ‘calmness’ 

from surfing. The ability to spend time in nature to change feelings of stress begins as a 

physiological response as the parasympathetic nervous system activates to directly reduce 

the stress response (Ulrich, 2023). So, despite being engaged in a challenging physical 

activity, the participants began to find space between the waves to ‘just float around’ and to 

‘take time and think’. This ability of nature to reinforce positive emotions and provide a buffer 

to life’s stresses for those who live in its proximity (Wells & Evans, 2003) was widely 

experienced by the group, acting to strengthen taha hinengaro and taha wairua. 

 

Summary 

The impact of the surfing programme on emotional wellbeing and balance was compounded 

through opportunities to navigate challenges and overcome fears. Surfing became a vehicle 

for encouraging positive risk-taking as well as provide opportunity for calmness and clarity. 

Taha Whānau: Belonging and supportive connections 
Tūtohi  13 Reflective summary of Taha Whānau subthemes from the data rounds 

Early in the programme During the programme Post programme 

Taha Whānau   

Peer Connection and 

Mutual Support 

The Importance of Support 

from Peers 

Friendship and New 

Connections 

Community and Mentorship Encouraging Others Being Supported to Learn 

and Grow 

 A Sense of Belonging Just the Girls 

 Single Sex Environment Mentorship 

 The Role of the Senior 

Student Facilitator 

The Role of the Family 
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This theme provides insight into the role relationships have in support, belonging and 

connection within a group. The strong data findings of increased social wellbeing through the 

parallel positive shifts in taha whānau and the MHC-SF social eudaimonic results suggest 

relationships were key to a positive and engaging experience. A strong sense of trust and 

support of each other grew throughout the programme, as supported by both social 

integration and social coherence psychological wellbeing domains increasing by 1.25 and 1.5 

points respectively.  

 

The subthemes developed through participants framing their relationships as focused on 

growth, shared experiences, and strengthened connections. The clear observable postive 

interactions between participants were obvious, but the more subtle, less visible impacts and 

insights pointed to participant growth and sense of belonging. The programme fostered 

connection as a central feature, strengthening ties to self, to peers, student facilitators and as 

a group. 

 
Tūtohi  14 Insights from: Belonging and Supportive Connections 

Insights from: Belonging and Supportive Connections 

• Peer to Peer Bonds  

• Importance of a Female-Only Non-Judgmental Space 

• Tuakana-Teina -the Importance of Mentorship 

• Body Image and the Social Construction of Self 

• Belonging and Identity Formation 

 

Peer to peer bonds 

Previous research (Booth, 2001; Fuchs & Schomer, 2007; Roy & Caudwell, 2014) has 

described the unique connections surfers make through the shared experience of surfing. 

For this study, excluding existing friendships, initial peer connection was relatively low 

despite the early excitement many participants had in ‘meeting new people’. The ‘opt in’ 

nature of the programme attracted those with similar intentions of both learning to surf and 

trying to impact their mental health, but there were many differences between cultural and 

social backgrounds. The shared experience of the programme quickly drew the participants 

together, and the ocean became a space where positive interactions and connections were 

made. This helped some participants overcome social issues, and although Kya admitted 

she could struggle to socialise at times, she found it ‘easy to talk to everyone when in the 

surf’. Over time I observed the participants become at ease with each other, often spending 
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time floating ‘out the back’ and talking as a group. The ocean became a moderator of social 

barriers and provided permission for the group to interact beyond normal school parameters.  

 

Initial connections were strengthened through shared celebrations and commiserations 

during the learning process, but soon shifted to broader social connections. Several 

participants found they could experience ‘different perspectives’ from others in the group 

which enhanced their ability to form connections. Similarly, as Lily became curious about 

participants from other cultures and ‘how other people experience life’ she was experiencing 

a shift in perspective similar to other studies’ findings (Pearson et al., 2025). Interactions 

between group members flowed into broader school life, with some participants reporting 

they had spent time together in classes through their new connections. Rose understood that 

‘doing something different’ together was important to build social connection and a sense of 

belonging, as seen with the deepened sense of connection to New Zealand felt by the 

immigrant females in Jelleyman and Humberstone’s research (2024). Despite the shared 

social context of living in this coastal town, it was surfing that connected the group, helping to 

provide a sense of empowerment, belonging and connection. This was reinforced in the final 

group interview by the participants requesting further activities together after the programme 

was finished, as long it was ‘just us girls’. It should be noted that later in the year the group 

requested that we reconnect,  so I organised a walk together on our local maunga. The group 

did not seek out a further connection independently of me.  

 

Importance of a female-only non-judgmental space 

Participants’ positive experiences of being in a single sex environment closely align to the 

findings of Evans et al.,(2020), where an all-female space provided the confidence to try new 

activities in the absence of judgment. It became clear that female-centric activity can be 

highly supportive, with the social connection enhancing both engagement and participation.  

Several of the participants shared that it was the first time they felt comfortable in a physical 

activity setting, and their engagement remained high throughout the programme. Huia’s 

sentiment that -‘it was good to do it as a community, especially with all females’, was echoed 

by others, and this feeling of community grew throughout the programme, strengthening taha 

whānau. 

 

These participant reflections reinforced Sport New Zealand’s findings that many female youth 

prefer the non-competitive environments that all-female groups create (Aotearoa, 2023). In 

contrast to doing physical activity in other spaces, such as during outdoor education classes, 

the group felt comfortable together, while their experiences with males in physical activity 

spaces made them ‘conscious they are there’. The strengthening of existing friendships took 

connections to another level, moving ‘beyond our competitiveness’ and into a space where 
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they were learning, supporting and growing together. Pearsons et al., (2025) overarching 

model for Outdoor Adventure Activity (OAA) programmes suggests that interactions in all 

female environments are highly supportive and found this was a key component in building 

young females’ resilience. As one participant stated, the all-female environment ‘recharged 

me’, seeming to provide a buffer for other interactions through the week.  

 

Tuakana-teina - the importance of mentorship 

Tuakana-teina is a Māori phrase that refers to the relationship between an older (more 

experienced) person and a younger person. In the context of this study, tuakana refers to the 

senior student faciltators, and the support from the researcher. Teina refers to the study 

participants. The tuakana-teina relationship is a traditional model of peer learning and 

mentorship, where an older or more experienced person (tuakana) guides and supports a 

younger or less experienced person (teina). A significant factor in improving female 

participation in physical activity is to provide same sex mentors and leaders (Evans et al., 

2020). The mentorship from the student facilitators  became integral to the ocean as a safe 

space, with their prescence providing the freedom to try, to fail, and to support others. In 

support of the research of Warren et al., (2019), an all-female setting allowed participants to 

step outside any gendered expectations and become leaders, experts, or active participants. 

The student facilitators in my research represented female ‘experts’ in the outdoors, and 

were females just older than the participants, who had carved out a space in the natural 

environment and made it clear they belonged. The importance of role modelling for young 

females is undoubtedly impactful in removing constraints to participation (Culp, 1998), while 

providing an aspirational understanding of female presence in the outdoors. 

 

The evolution of the student facilitators from programme mentors to a more observational 

role occurred as the participant group became more confident in their skills. The participant 

group moved away from requiring or seeking out coaching, into a space where they 

supported others in the group through providing tips, encouragement and emotional support. 

There was frequent laughing and cheering to be heard from the beach. This evolution of the 

group led to autonomy and agency over their surfing experience, and is consistent with the 

‘Jellies’ women’s swimming group (Testa, 2024), where participants described belonging to a 

‘tribe’ of females with similar intentions. This sense of autonomy increased as they became 

more self-sufficient and less leader-focused, enhancing wellbeing through helping to shape 

identity and belonging as a group of surfers, essentially becoming their own ‘tribe’. 

 

Body image and the social construction of self 

Thoughts around body image evolved from negative to empowerment for some, and in 

particular for Esther. Negative body image remains a barrier for many young females in New 
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Zealand (Sport New Zealand - Ihi Aotearoa, 2023). Due to both the ‘uniform’ of the activity 

(wetsuits, swimwear), and the very public activity of surfing, there was a sense of judgment 

from others that led to heightened self-consciousness for some participants, reflective of the 

broader population of young females’ experiences (Sport New Zealand - Ihi Aotearoa, 2023). 

However, as in other studies (Testa, 2024), the all-female environment quickly offered 

psychological safety to the majority of the group, and Esther in particular had a significant 

improvement in self-confidence. This facilitated a positive self-perception (taha hinengaro) 

and contributed to an enhanced enjoyment and positive emotions in the programme. Esther 

began to construct a new understanding of self, and belonging to a group that was non-

judgemental and non-competitive was integral to this. 

 

Charlie, however, was unable to overcome this sense of judgment, despite understanding 

that this was not occurring. Her experience is reflected by those of many young females, who 

are unable to increase their emotional resilience to a point where participation is possible. 

This reflects Sport New Zealand’s statistics around reduced participation in physical activity, 

and an increase in negative body image (Sport New Zealand - Ihi Aotearoa, 2023), and is a 

worrying trend requiring further investigation and intervention. 

 

Interestingly, the impact of social media nor other digital platforms was not featured during 

interviews or journaling by the participants. While the impacts of digital saturation may be 

lurking in the background of many young people, in this study it did not feature as a key 

factor in wellbeing. Explicit questioning around how social media and a comparison culture 

impact body autonomy and participation may have been better placed to unpack participant 

experiences. Nevertheless, the findings support that supportive, single-sex spaces remain 

vital for helping many young females navigate body image barriers and enhance 

participation. 

 

Belonging and identity formation 
Early social distance transformed into a sense of belonging by the end of the programme - to 

the group and to the identity of ‘surfer’. Belonging elicits a sense of enhanced wellbeing 

through connection and relationships, as experienced by participants in other studies based 

on surfing (Fuchs & Schomer, 2007; Jelleyman & Humberstone, 2024; Roy & Caudwell, 

2014). Being in a single sex environment, having peer encouragement, and mentorship from 

older students worked to create a safe and affirming space for the participants to explore 

identities. 

 

Belonging to a group supports members in fostering mutual support through shared 

experiences. This was mirrored by the findings of Fuchs and Schomer (2007), who found 
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that surfers form unique, and usually supportive, relationships. Over time, the notion that only 

‘certain people’ could surf, and that ‘you gotta be raised surfing’ were limiting constructs that 

were discarded. The notion of being and becoming a ‘kiwi kid’ - a young New Zealander who 

has grown up being shaped by national identity and cultural and social contexts - was felt 

most strongly by Esther and Elandri as ‘outsiders’, or relatively new immigrants. Similar to 

Jelleyman and Humberstone (2024) findings from immigrant women learning to surf in New 

Zealand, these two participants experienced feeling a shift from ‘outsider’ to ‘local’. Elandri’s 

early understanding that she didn’t belong in this environment transformed to a deep 

connection to place, to the group and to surfing. 

Summary 

Social connection had undoubtedly the biggest impact from this programme - from forming 

new bonds to understanding the supportive nature of an all-female environment. Connection 

is key, leading to integrative and affirming language such as ‘community’, ‘belonging’ and 

‘support’ when communicating feelings within the group. Significant positive results in taha 

whānau support the narrative from the participants that Relationships are critical to 

supporting young females to build resilience and flourish through outdoor settings. 

Taha Wairua: Nature exposure - presence and connection  
Tūtohi 15 Reflective summary of Taha Wairua subthemes from the data rounds 

Early in the programme During the programme Post programme 

Taha Wairua   

Anticipation and 

Accomplishment 

Anticipation and Temporal 

Wellbeing 

Being in Nature and the 

Appreciation of Place 

Presence and Connection Mindfulness and Presence Kaitiakitanga 

Natures Calming Impact Increased Connection with 

Nature 

Sense of Meaning 

 Respect and Appreciation  

 

This research aligns with emerging evidence about the positive impacts on human health, 

though there remains limited but emerging evidence on the potential impacts of blue spaces 

(Britton et al., 2020; Britton & Foley, 2021; Foley & Kistemann, 2015). Unlike many relatively 

static green spaces, water environments constantly change and create multiple challenges 

and opportunities for growth and challenge through stillness and reflection. This study found 

that participants quickly discovered the therapeutic and wellbeing-enhancing attributes of 

being in the outdoors, in particular in the ocean environment. Nature evoked a range of 

emotions, from respect, fear, awe, and reverence. The role of nature within this programme 

evolved throughout, and led to an understanding of the powerful impacts it can have on 
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people. Nature, and specifically the ocean, actively shaped participants wellbeing as a 

partner in the programme. This section covers the various impacts that nature and place had 

on participants. 

 

Through engagement with the outdoors, participants developed stronger connections to 

place and an appreciation for kaitiakitanga or enviornmental concern. Respect for the natural 

environment emerged through deeper understanding and reciprocal relationships with the 

ocean. The sub-themes capture how participants experienced a sense of intimacy with 

nature, experiencing awe, and becoming apprentices to place through learning in and from it. 

 

The four sub-themes encompass participants storylines around mindful qualities of surfing 

and the ocean, the grounding influence of nature, and the ability of these experiences to 

support wellbeing and provide resilience against stress. This section shows the various 

impacts that nature and place had on participants. 

 
Tūtohi  16 Insights from: Mindfulness and Presence through Nature Exposure 

Insights from: Mindfulness and Presence through Nature Exposure 

• Nature’s Role in Healing and Grounding  

• Surfing as a Meditative, Mindful, and Present-Focused Activity 

• A Buffer to Lifes Stressors 

• Self Awareness 

• An Intimacy with Nature  

• The Ocean as Awe Inspiring 

• Nature as Co-facilitator 

• Becoming Apprentices to Place 

 

Nature’s role in healing and grounding 

The ocean became a pseudo counsellor, offering solace to many in the surfing group. This 

mirrors Georgiou et al.’s (2021) findings, where time in and around blue spaces leads to 

positive mental health benefits and a calming effect. The reflections of one participant 

captured this sentiment “…even if you don’t catch a good wave, the ocean just calms you 

down”. Aligning with participants in Jon Anderson’s (2014) research, the link between being 

in the ocean and feelings of enhanced wellbeing proved difficult to conceptualise, with group 

members not always able to articulate why this was occurring, but agreeing this was the case 
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for them. The ocean’s role in healing appears to go beyond the activities of surfing, 

swimming or other similar uses, and extends to just being at the beach and in proximity to 

water (Georgiou et al., 2021; Volker & Kistemann, 2011). This idea was evidenced in this 

study as participants discussed how they would seek out the beach alone or with others to 

reflect, socialise or exercise. However, it was the addition of the surfing that provided 

meaning for the group and as a tool for growth and challenge.  

 

Surfing as a meditative, mindful and present-focused activity  

Surfing requires participants to be present, within the activity and necessitated by the 

constantly changing ocean environment. Participants were able to expand on the notion that 

surfing requires being in the zone (Wheaton et al., 2020), as they shared experiences of 

being present and being ‘put in the moment’. Surfing requires attention and awareness, two 

factors considered integral to mindfulness (Shapiro et al., 2006; Shapiro & Carlson, 2009). 

This feeling was echoed by participants, describing having to be present for what’s coming 

next, and one participant described this as the ‘mind needing to be with the body’ in order to 

achieve any goals for the day. 

 

The ocean became a space for mindfulness, presence and personal insight, over time 

reflecting the shift from the excitement of learning to the appreciation of the small moments -

‘I feel like one of the best parts about surfing is, like, in between catching waves’. Amrhein et 

al. (2021) discussion of spirituality as connection - with beliefs and values, to others, and to 

meaningful practices - was demonstrated through many of the points raised by participants. 

In this way, surfing became a spiritual activity, affirming Amrhein’s view that spirituality is felt 

through lived, embodied experiences. The connections the participants experienced 

extended beyond the physical act of surfing and encompassed a sense of belonging and 

engagement in a meaningful activity. The increase in connections across many domains 

highlighted the holistic nature of the concept and the potential reach of a nature-based 

activity such as surfing. It affirms the notion that surfing can at times feel ethereal to surfers, 

often rendering it difficult to describe to non-surfers (Anderson, 2014), but nonetheless 

leaving behind a lasting impression on participants.   

 

A buffer to life stressors 

The findings of Davis and Hayes (2011) and Hulsheger et al.(2012) suggest one benefit of 

mindfulness is increasing positive emotions, also the first domain from Seligman’s PERMA 

model. In terms of positive psychology, this enhancement and growth of positive emotions 

reinforces wellbeing, acting as a buffer to life stressors. Participant reflection identified that 

surfing is mindful and grounded in the now, helping them to crowd out many negative 

feelings and reinforcing their understanding that it ‘clears the head’. Huia expanded on this 
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notion, saying - ‘stress kind of resides in future thoughts and past thoughts’, and that when 

surfing, stress ‘can’t really reside in the moment’.  

 

This aligns with Fuchs and Somer (2007), where surfing was found to have the capacity to 

balance participants, supporting them against the demands of the modern world. Their 

research highlights how full engagement in the present can disrupt rumination and support 

resilience to stress. The level of focus required for surfing not only reduced immediate stress, 

but for many this sense of calm extended further into the week. 

  

Self awareness 

This study found that surfing and the ocean are supportive in increasing self-awareness - ‘the 

ocean kind of just like brought me to myself’ - as also reported by Wheaton et al.’s (2017) 

findings that surfing can support some level of self-transformation. The sense of connection 

provided by surfing extended to the self, and an understanding that life was like the waves, 

changing all the time. The ocean proved to be an antidote to the stress and life pressures, 

and despite the changing conditions, participants found opportunities to be ‘in sync’ and to 

‘slow down’. Reported increased mental clarity and overall enhanced feelings of wellbeing 

mirror other studies (Britton et al., 2020; White et al., 2021) and add to the growing research 

on the positive impacts of spending time in blue spaces.  

 

Despite not completing the programme, Charlie had some insights around aspects that did 

work well for her, recognising that when surfing, she felt an absence of ‘pressure’. However, 

her awareness of this did not override her feelings of being self-conscious and disconnected. 

She was not alone in this type of sentiment, with all other participants clearly understanding 

the restorative impact of the ocean and of surfing yet only two continued with the practice 

post programme. Due to this, the benefits from extended long-term use of the ocean, such as 

the review by Overbury et al. (2023) showing extended use enhances mindful presence and 

reduces stress reactivity, were not fully realised during this study. The findings from Overbury 

et al. (2023) suggest that repeated exposure supports individuals to move beyond novelty 

and develop a deeper connection and wellbeing enhancement. 

 

An intimacy with nature  

Spending time in the outdoors can lead to an intimacy with nature that is reinforced over 

time. This study showed that once they had passed the initial learning phase of surfing, 

group members began to enjoy moments of peace and serenity. Huia’s notion that the ocean 

has some ‘mysterious property’ available that can be accessed to make’ everyone just feel 

better’ is widely supported by literature (Britton et al., 2020; Foley & Kistemann, 2015; Volker 

& Kistemann, 2011). The feeling that ‘the ocean just calms you down’ was shared amongst 
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participants and went beyond the inclusion of surfing as an activity, and I share this sentiment 

though have also been limited in my explanation as to why and how. The participants shared 

a sense of intimacy with nature that was increasing over time, with small moments of 

oneness being felt. Rose’s understanding that she didn’t need to be actively chasing waves, 

and could ‘just listen to the waves’ if she chose to, highlighted the growth in trust and 

confidence of the ocean gained over time. Kya shared this type of experience and learned 

that if she was just sitting out in the ocean on her board that there was ‘a quietness to it’. The 

early anxieties of learning the skills and environment of surfing moved to an understanding of 

the supportive nature of their relationship with the ocean, and the salutogenic impacts this 

relationship was having on them (Antonovsky, 1987).  

 

The ocean as awe-inspiring 

Many surfers report that they experience surfing in a spiritual sense (Amrhein et al., 2021; 

Fuchs & Schomer, 2007), and the participants of this study expressed similar feelings at 

times. The programme provided opportunities to experience a sense of awe, as Rose shared 

about nature - ‘even if we're just floating like on the surfboards, just taking everything in, I feel 

sense of awe for sure’. In these experiences, awe is referenced through conceptualising our 

place against the vastness and beauty of nature. Awe can also be understood within the 

context of absorption (Ballew & Omoto, 2018), where the flow state, or complete absorption, 

achieved at times during surfing can evoke feelings of amazement and wonder. Though the 

flow state was potentially unlikely to occur during surfing as an activity (due to the beginner 

nature of the surfers), it was felt as an embodied experience and oneness with the ocean. 

These feelings were challenging for some to express, which mirrored participants in 

Anderson’s (2014) study, who struggled to convey the feelings they experienced when 

surfing. Though challenging to articulate, this sense of reverence and awe for the natural 

environment is shared amongst surfers, leading to an overall increased sense of spirituality 

(Amrhein et al., 2021).  

 

Nature as a co-facilitator  

The ocean was not merely a backdrop to the surfing programme, but rather an active co-

facilitator and contributor to the success of participants. As Anderson (2012) describes, 

surfing emerges through a convergence between the ocean and the surfer, where both 

collaborate to create the experience as one. This perspective reframes nature as a partner 

and emphasises that surfing depends on this relationship. In this way, the daily conditions 

shaped the progress of each individual and provided challenges that required 

responsiveness from participants and student facilitators. The biophilia theory suggests that 

nature is not neutral but rather is active in shaping wellbeing (Ulrich, 1993), with the ocean 

providing a challenging context to experience resilience and growth. For participants, 
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especially for those who had not grown up near the beach, understanding fluctuating 

environmental conditions demanded adaptability, deepening connection to their capability 

and to the ocean.  

 

Establishing kaitiakitanga was challenging given the timeframe of this study, though there 

was some evidence of this such as increased awareness of environmental conditions, and 

through small physical acts, - ensuring a beach fire was thoroughly extinguished.  This is 

supported by other studies (Britton & Foley, 2021; Georgiou et al., 2021) that found spending 

time in nature supported environmental stewardship. While respect and environmental care 

were increased through belonging, extended periods of time in blue spaces, in particular by 

swimmers, surfers, and other water users, lead to further increased care of the spaces 

(Britton & Foley, 2021; Testa, 2024). Given the modest increases in connection to and 

understanding of the local environment in the timeframe, the programme has the potential to 

explore pathways for strengthening participants’ long-term relationship with and responsibility 

for the natural environment. 

 

Becoming apprentices to place 

There was an evolution from fear of to healthy respect of the ocean environment, especially 

for those relatively new to the coastal space. The surfing programme provided broader 

informal ocean education (Fox et al., 2021), evidenced in particular through the experiences 

of Elandri and Esther, as they had not grown up in a coastal environment. The significant 

increase in self-reporting of Environmental Mastery through the MHC-SF supported the 

notion that the participants felt increased confidence through the programme. The daily 

safety briefings quickly moved from being led by the student facilitators to the participants 

themselves - they were identifying safe places to surf, rip currents and specific conditions 

such as ocean depth. They became apprentices to place (Wattchow & Brown, 2011), with 

their knowledge of the beach environment growing in parallel with their surfing. Again, those 

less familiar with the environment had the most significant growth in this area, but all were 

prompted to learn and understand their environment. A greater awareness of environmental 

fluctuations occurred as the group began to notice new rip currents, interesting high tide 

marks, and a beach campfire left from an evening group. This enhanced culture of care (Fox 

et al., 2021) highlighted a sense of ownership over their ‘place’ and the awareness of the 

changes occurring within it.   

 

Summary 

Taken together, these findings highlight the ability of surfing and the ocean in providing 

opportunities for growth, grounded experiences, and mindful connections. Through the 

lenses of Te Whare Tapa Whā and PERMA, the practice enhances both spiritual and 
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emotional wellbeing, strengthening positive emotions, nurturing relationships and providing 

meaning and accomplishment to those involved. 

 

Participants experienced the evolution of nature’s role from mere backdrop for their activity, 

through to co-facilitator and place of serenity and awe. A new understanding of the role 

nature has in wellbeing was developed, with many participants increasing respect for, and 

responsibility to, their local place. A sense of ownership developed as this place was revisited 

weekly, enhancing their knowledge and care in parallel. The ocean was perceived as having 

a spiritual element and provided the participants with calm, quiet and a space for reflection. 

Ultimately, nature provided an opportunity for participants to reframe their understanding of 

wellbeing, providing opportunities for growth, meaning and connection to place that promoted 

care and attention for their surroundings. 

 

Beyond the taha 

The wellbeing impacts of the surfing programme extended beyond the 

categorisations/definitions of the four taha of Te Whare Tapa Whā. The final interviews with 

participants produced new insights into how they were thinking about their wellbeing, and 

their understanding of the interconnectedness of all dimensions of health. I have identified 

this as a holistic conception of wellbeing which encapsulates and extends the four taha to 

specifically focus on how the participants viewed the idea of flourishing. 

Holistic wellbeing: Reframing wellbeing and flourishing beyond the 
taha 

Participants post-programme reflections demonstrated the development of a balanced and 

holistic sense of wellbeing. Across the interviews, all PERMA domains were discussed, and 

more expansive concepts such as meaning, awe and purpose were acknowledged. With an 

increase of 50% of participants moving into the Flourishing domain on the MHC-SF, the 

evidence suggests they positively benefited and had a meaningful experience in the surfing 

programme. The surfing experience stretched beyond hedonic pleasure and became a 

framework for participants to understand their own wellbeing.  

 

This study reveals that young people have the ability to reframe their understanding of 

wellbeing when exposed to conditions and opportunities that can help them to flourish. Post 

programme the participants described wellbeing in more complex and expansive ways such 

as their evolving relationship with nature, reflecting a deeper sense of balance and holistic 

understanding of wellness. The inclusion of influences such as strengthening peer bonds, 

celebrating others’ accomplishments, having a sense of anticipation, and recognising 

stillness amongst a challenging activity, reflected this deeper understanding. This section 
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shows the evolution of wellbeing from an internal state to being shaped by external forces, 

and the control that can be exerted on those forces. 

 
Tūtohi  17 Insights from: Holistic Wellbeing: Reframing Wellbeing and Flourishing 

Insights from: Holistic Wellbeing: Reframing Wellbeing and Flourishing 

• Changing the Construction of Mental Wellbeing  

• The Impact of Anticipation 

• Meaning and Purpose 

• Redefining who ‘Belongs’ in the Nature 

 

Changing the construction mental wellbeing 

There was a marked enrichment in language and insight based on self, such as ‘found 

myself’, ‘positive, humble and relaxed’, and ‘vulnerable’. These reflections indicate that 

wellbeing was not experienced as a fixed state, but rather emerged as holistic and multi-

faceted, where experiences are not isolated to one domain of Hauora but woven through the 

multiple domains of taha tinana, taha wairua, taha whānau and taha hinengaro. This 

understanding helped to contribute to a more integrated sense of self. Beyond simple 

wellbeing is the ability to Flourish - perhaps best understood as an emergent concept of 

holistic wellbeing. The conditions required to flourish as defined through the PERMA model, 

of Positive emotions, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning and Accomplishment (Gable & 

Haidt, 2005; Keyes, 2007), were met through this programme, exposing participants to a 

resilience-building opportunity that deepened their sense of integrated health and wellness. 

 

The impact of anticipation  

The role of anticipation - or having something to look forward to - fosters a sense of joy and 

excitement, and can enhance mental health through Positive Emotions and Engagement 

(Luo et al., 2018). This study found that the anticipation of the surfing session led to an 

overall increase in satisfaction with the school week. It was clear the surfing programme was 

a weekly highlight that led to a ‘more clear mind’ and understanding that there was a break 

from the busyness of school and other life commitments was integral. This ‘emotional break’ 

proved vital in engagement of the group and flowed into other areas of school life, extending 

to a positive outlook.  

 

The importance of this anticipation, for the activity and for increasingly for the outdoors, 

worked to further enhance wellbeing through fulfilling recommended time spent in nature. 

White, Alcock, Grellier, Wheeler and Hartig (2019) associate 120 minutes per week in nature 
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with good health and enhanced wellbeing, an amount of time that this programme covered in 

just one day. Anticipation not only enhanced the immediate joy and excitement of surfing for 

these participants, but reinforced the restorative impacts of nature, helping them to 

understand this as a meaningful contribution to sustained wellbeing.  

 

Meaning and purpose 

For one participant, the programme was meaningful beyond learning to surf - it provided her 

with a purpose to attend school. Her engagement with school and learning had not 

previously been high, but during and particularly after the programme, she became highly 

involved in various curricular and extracurricular opportunities. While her wellbeing was 

difficult to measure quantitatively (findings were variable) and her comments were often brief 

during interviews, her active participation and determination to improve appeared to open a 

gateway to explore other new activities and challenges.  

 

Meaning also came from connecting to the coastal environment and being able to appreciate 

it and other users more. This sense of heightened meaning and purpose emerged as the 

group experienced enhanced human-ocean connection (Fox et al., 2021). Wellbeing 

concepts shifted beyond the self to include the environment, indicating a new understanding 

of the responsibilities of ocean users in New Zealand. This expansion of meaning -beyond 

personal gain to encapsulate both social and environmental dimensions -suggests the 

programme may have produced a more profound sense of belonging and environmental 

stewardship.  

 

Redefining who ‘belongs’ in nature 

Young females have been impacted by a hangover from the days of ‘stranger danger’ 

(Wodda, 2018) and a proliferation of messaging from a variety of sources that persists in the 

rhetoric that they do not belong in outdoor spaces. Early gendered experiences and lack of 

role models (Evans et al., 2020) continue to join with ‘gatekeepers’, leaving many young 

females unwilling to, unaware how to, and at times fearful of, entering the outdoors. This 

programme provided participants with a new sense of belonging in nature and the outdoors - 

they were no longer ‘outsiders’. They began to use language around having the ‘confidence 

to try’, acknowledging the ocean’s role in emotional and spiritual restoration and identity 

formation.  

 

Belonging fosters a sense of enhanced Engagement with each other and the ocean 

environment, a concept long understood through the reciprocal relationship Māori have with 

nature, grounded in both whakapa and kaitiakitanga. Similar to the biophilia hypothesis 

(Ulrich, 1993), both of these concepts suggest humans have an innate relationship and 
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connection with the natural world. When individuals such as this group feel a sense of 

belonging - either to others or to a place - they are more likely to engage meaningfully and 

care for their surroundings, in turn expanding their notion of wellbeing beyond the self. 

Recognising the Barriers 

This research has highlighted that negative mental health statistics continue to plague New 

Zealand youth. Disregarding those with diagnosed mental illness, there remains a 

disproportionate number of youth who consider they have ‘bleak’ futures and experience low 

motivation and outlook (Stubbing et al., 2023b). However, the findings of this study present 

positive news that a wellbeing promotion programme can support youth beyond being well 

and into a flourishing state but the barriers to these opportunities need to be addressed. This 

study has identified barriers experienced by young females, supported by the narratives of 

the participants.  

Gendered barriers 

For young females to become involved in challenging outdoor activities, the metaphorical 

and literal gatekeepers need to be recognised, reduced and removed where possible. Young 

females encounter several barriers to outdoor activities that their male counterparts do not 

necessarily experience. In a general sense, young females experience more struggles with 

negative body image (Sport New Zealand - Ihi Aotearoa, 2023), which can hinder their self-

selection into particular activities. They are then more likely to feel judged by others and 

intimidated by current physical activity models within schools that often promote competition 

(Sport New Zealand - Ihi Aotearoa, 2023). When in a mixed gender situation, many young 

females will not fully engage or take on roles traditionally held by males. It is acknowledged 

that there are limitations and likely some negative implications in always providing single sex 

opportunities; nonetheless, a key recommendation of this study is to provide this option 

regularly and intentionally. 

 

A second gendered barrier to female participation in outdoor activities is the lack of visible 

female mentors and role models in nature spaces. This needs to be addressed through 

persistent representation of females in outdoor spaces and in challenging outdoor activities. 

Schools provide an ideal space to present young females with older mentors and experts 

from these activities. It is likely that geographical implications will impact the variety of 

activities and interests in particular schools, and some students may be involved already in 

club, group or organisation settings. The example from this programme leaned on the 

expertise of local surfers and surf lifesavers, who were students at the school, to provide 

guided safety management, instruction, leadership and mentorship. This enhanced equity by 
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providing no cost instruction to the group while ensuring appropriate safety ratios were 

enforced.  

The family  

The family unit plays a key role in young people’s experiences in their formative years, and 

these become integral to the construction of physical and mental wellbeing. In terms of 

experiences in nature and in outdoor activity, each family can vary greatly in their 

involvement, leaving consistency around messaging and experiences difficult to achieve. 

While families are often a supportive factor for youth, heading into nature is not always a 

priority due to time constraints, access and family constructs (Cribb, 2009). 

 

Through the young females in this study, there was an understanding that family units vary 

greatly, and these ‘unique situations that children have with their parents’ remove the 

guarantee that wellbeing strategies will be taught at home, compromising equitable access to 

health-enhancing opportunities. From the perspective of this study, it is clear that although it 

is likely youth are receiving some wellbeing support from home, schools should take 

responsibility to ensure equity. Interestingly, despite being clear that wellbeing opportunities 

should be accessed through school initially, Huia made the salient point that education can 

lead to family habits. 

 

But also, through doing this at school, it leads the hope that this generation, when 
they become parents, they can teach that to their children. 

 

Young females in this study are more likely to surf if they have access through family, either 

to transport, or through a family member surfing. Kya was very aware that she was 

continuing to surf because ‘mum does’, but she clearly understood the privileged position she 

was in as her mum stayed home and was willing and able to provide transport and time for 

her after school. Other participants had moved away from the beach and identified this as a 

key barrier as the family no longer visited regularly. Equity in access through family remains 

a barrier to participation for youth, again leading to schools as the best environment for 

wellbeing education and opportunities. 

 

 Implications of the Findings  

Five implications have been drawn from the discussion findings, synthesising the impacts of 

each taha of wellbeing into a set of interrelated concepts that reflect the holistic, relational, 

and place-based nature of youth flourishing in Aotearoa New Zealand.These implications 

were drawn directly from patterns that appeared repeatedly through the data and were 
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particularly strong within participant narratives. These were described with depth and often 

emotion by participants, and were evident through the data sources.  

 

 The five implications of the findings are outlined in Tūtohi 18 below, and further explained in 

the following section, including the practical implications for programme design. 

 
Tūtohi  18 Implications of the findings - key concepts 

Implications of the Findings – 
key concepts 

Indicative areas from discussion  

Connection matters Feeling safe to try, increased confidence in group 

setting, peer bonds in the surf, bonds spillover into 

school 

The Development of Agency Descriptions of setting/achieving goals, taking over 

safety briefings, reduced input from student leaders, 

mastery in skills 

Girl Time Requests for ‘girl time’, positive body talk, female 
leadership, first time comfortable in physical activity 

Mindfulness and the impact of 

Nature 

Slowing down in familiar outdoor spots, noticing 

nature, feelings of calm extending into the week, ‘in 

the moment’, apprentice to place 

The Reconstruction of Mental 

Wellbeing 

Language enrichment (from fun to purpose, 

grounding and positive), belonging in nature, 

anticipation 

 

Connection matters 

Findings reflected that the social implications of being involved in the surfing group 

outweighed physical and psychological benefits. The impacts on taha whānau were felt 

through belonging to the group, as a surfer, and as a ‘kiwi kid’ - helping to shape identity and 

connection. Social bonds and interactions formed the backbone of this study, contributing to 

understanding the importance of peers in supporting positive wellbeing. The programme 

fostered a sense of enhanced integration and coherence that, for many, flowed in deeper 

connections in other areas of school life. The implications of this finding may help in 

understanding how schools can support new or disconnected youth to their community, as 

well as contribute to an overall culture of student care and wellbeing. Social belonging and 

acceptance can lead to young people becoming more connected in other areas of their lives, 
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expanding their contribution across multiple settings, which in turn enhances their own 

wellbeing. 

 

Programme design implications include the importance of prioritsing both stable groups and 

the repeated engagement in the same place, helping to build familiarity and meaning. 

Keeping participants with the same peers builds connection and relational safety, as well as 

provides opportunity for peer-to-peer interactions and moments of shared reflection. 

The development of agency 

A compelling insight from this study is that agency and autonomy can be developed when 

belonging and connection are formed. These qualities were evident as participants learned 

new skills at their own pace and gained the confidence to explore. 

 

As these young females developed autonomy over their progress and experiences, they 

showed the capacity for growth and enhanced wellbeing. The formation of a trusting and 

non-judgmental environment provided a safe place for participants to take ownership of their 

surfing journeys. They were given the freedom to use the ocean in their own way - whether 

simply floating around or trying new surfing moves.  

 

With this autonomy, participants began to act as leaders of their own experience. They 

initiated daily safety briefings and communicated their own intentions to student facilitators, 

saying, for example, ‘I will just keep practising’ rather than waiting for instruction. This type of 

experiential autonomy fosters both self-determination and personal growth, and contributes 

to the development of their own sense of belonging to a ‘tribe’ (Testa, 2024). 

 

The implications for programme design include graduating challenge rather than engineering 

outcomes, allowing participants to experience ‘tolerable stress’ in a safe environment. 

Ensuring progress is visible through briefing and debriefing sessions, where in this study 

achievements were collectively celebrated. Having flexibility in the role of ‘instructors’ allows 

participants to do things for themselves if desired, supporting development of personal 

agency. 

Girl time 

The single sex environment, paired with female role models, proved to have a positive 

impact on participnt engagement, contribution and the reduction of fear from judgment. 

Aligning these group experiences with existing literature (Evans et al., 2020; Franceschi et 

al., 2024; R. Pearson et al., 2025) supports the view that concentrated ‘girl time’ has 

significant positive impacts on young females’ experiences. This finding highlights a need for 
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schools to consider gendered groupings at various times to positively contribute to wellbeing 

and confidence.  

 

The tuakana-teina model - that encapsulates both role modelling of females in the outdoors 

and allows leadership opportunities - provides a supportive and trusting space that has the 

potential to develop participant autonomy in their experience. 

 

To maximise these outcomes, programme design should incorporate single sex options, 

especially in consideration to vulnerable contexts such as surfing, where body image can act 

as a barrier to participation. Programme design needs to consider equity through female 

leadership and role model opportunities. 

Mindfulness and the impact of nature 

A key component of this programme was in providing opportunities to explore mindfulness, or 

the ‘moments between the waves’, as a wellbeing strategy. The experiences shaped times 

for stillness, reflection and quiet, and expanded understanding of mindfulness beyond 

common dialogues of silent meditation. Mindfulness was felt through feelings of awe, 

appreciation and reflection, often provided by the ocean environment. The benefits of 

mindfulness extend to emotional regulation and increased positive emotions (Davis & Hayes, 

2011; Hulsheger et al., 2012), and surfing has the ability to enhance these feelings through a 

deeper connection to surroundings and nature (Fox et al., 2021). Mindfulness through 

movement, connection, and awareness is a strategy that can be adopted at any age and can 

enhance wellbeing and contribute to youth flourishing.   

 
Nature proves a powerful advocate for wellbeing enhancement, helping youth to reframe 

their understanding of wellbeing. Being in nature procured spiritual and environmental 

connections that were enhanced as their early discomforts and fears reduced. Nature’s role 

in enhancing wellbeing has likely been reduced as new family constructs and busy 

scheduling reduce youth access to free play in the outdoors. A key to getting youth back into 

the outdoors is in taking responsibility to educate young people on where these spaces are 

and what is available within them, encouraging them into the outdoors to address current 

nature deficit issues (Louv, 2005).  

 

Nature shapes humans in diverse ways, offering solace, challenge, social interactions, and 

awe. Our relationship with it is dynamic and reciprocal - nature is not a passive backdrop but 

an active presence. The understanding of nature’s role in wellbeing deepened as familiarity 

of the environment and connections within the group strengthened. This broadened the 

notion of wellbeing as integrated, relational and inclusive of external forces.  
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Programme design implications include providing time for stillness as well as activity, being 

able to ‘just be’. The repeated use of the same place allows for engagement and noticing 

environmental changes through daily briefings. Engagement to place also provides 

participants with familiarity, confidence and attachment. 

The reconstruction of mental wellbeing 

A key point of this study lies in the understanding that mental health and wellbeing are 

constructed through lived experiences and social interactions (Borch-Jacobsen, 2009). For 

youth to reframe their own understanding of wellbeing - potentially away from digital 

interactions and into the real world - they require exposure to the opportunities to do so. 

These opportunities lie in embodied experiences that require presence and attention, and are 

rich in connection to self, others or the natural world. The ability to flourish has been 

diminished in part through fast-paced, often surrogate digital interactions, and this paradigm 

needs to be disrupted so that youth understand the value and construct of their wellbeing as 

steeped in relational depth and meaningful engagement in the world around them. The 

reclamation of these experiences worked to buffer against digital saturation and provide a 

path to authentic flourishing.  

 

Programme design should allow space for reflection and meaning-making through 

interviews, journaling, and importantly through informal conversations. There is an 

opportunity for wellbeing to be positioned beyond the participant, to include relationships, 

place and our sense of responsibility and care (kaitiakitanga). 

 

The following section outlines a framework for schools to access when planning thier own 

place-responsive outdoor programme, helping to navigate the complexities within education 

structures against the factors required to enhance youth wellbeing. 

Practical Implications 

The study uncovered a clear and evident need for school-based wellbeing promotion 

programmes, where limitations can be mitigated for sustainable outcomes. Participants were 

clear that schools remain best placed to provide sustainable outcomes, in part to ensure 

consistency, equity and sustainability in access. 

 

As a deputy principal, I am well aware that introducing new programmes or initiatives into 

schools can be challenging. This study has provided evidence that enhancing wellbeing can 

positively impact other areas of schooling through providing stronger connections within the 

school community and building confidence in trying new activities and initiatives. Schools will 
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likely feel the need to tether such programmes to formal qualification structures, ensuring 

they are linked to credits to demonstrate value to students and staff. However, the focus 

should shift from external award to intrinsic value - highlighting the importance of learning as 

a pathway to future competence and enhanced wellbeing, rather than as a step for formal 

educational structures. 

The importance of people 

No programme can be sustained without the support of people, and in this case, it is the staff 

within schools. These staff often have a diverse variety of skills, interests and passions that 

could be utilised for this programme. A first step for many schools may be to gather skills and 

experience of their staff as well as review these against the safety management policy. As 

with the students, staff support could follow a tuakana-teina model, where knowledge is 

passed to other staff to grow expertise. In this sense, tuakana refers to the more experienced 

staff within each school. It may be appropriate to get community support through enhancing 

knowledge or gathering resources. 

Place-responsive  

The role of a place-responsive approach may be key to sustainable programmes. This 

localised, reflexive practice enables schools to keep programmes at low to no cost, as well 

as providing youth with activity options they can revisit in their own time. Careful and 

considerate planning can lead to fulfilling and sustainable programmes for schools, reflective 

of the local area and expertise. Further reference to the work of Wattchow and Brown (2011) 

can assist schools in a comprehensive understanding of a place-responsive approach to 

Education Outside The Classroom (EOTC) experiences. 

Agency in activities 

Lightly touched upon by participants, though a very important aspect of wellbeing promotion, 

lies in providing activity choices for youth to participate in. The self-selection nature of this 

surfing programme immediately prevented access to some youth who would not choose 

surfing as a context. This highlights the diverse interests, abilities and levels of challenge that 

youth should have the opportunity to engage with. 

 

Through the experiences of Charlie, whose negative self-image impacted her participation, 

this study has reinforced that wellbeing is not a one-size-fits-all approach, with youth 

deserving some agency in discovering and accessing their own long-term strategies to 

ensure long-term engagement. This programme was not intended as a ‘copy and paste’, due 

to its localised context, but rather a framework for various venues and activity options. A 

menu of options for students can cultivate agency in their wellbeing and be supported in 

finding their own path to flourishing. Schools may choose to rotate an array of activities over 
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time through the year to lessen impact during adverse weather months and provide variety in 

wellbeing exposure opportunities. 

 

Interestingly, the activity option provided by several participants was art, completed in the 

backdrop of nature. The mindfulness properties some people feel from engaging in art would 

potentially support enhancing wellbeing. This points to the need for diverse thinking when 

working to enhance youth wellbeing. 

Education on wellbeing 

Young people construct their understanding of wellbeing through interactions and 

experiences, and importantly, through the contribution from education. Participants strongly 

felt schools were the best place for young people to gain consistent wellbeing learning and 

that it should be accessible to all young people. Within the current New Zealand curriculum, 

wellbeing-related education is embedded across subject areas, but the only explicit pathway 

(Health and Physical Education) is optional after Year 10 (about 14 years). This means 

opportunities to continue learning about wellbeing are uneven and inequitable. 

 

Educational institutions have the capacity to provide significant reach across their student 

bodies and contribute to youth understanding of the role wellbeing has on factors such as 

learning, outlook, autonomy, and social cohesion. Equitable wellbeing practices in schools 

create sustainable outcomes for youth, who, in turn, can carry forward a kētē of tools and 

strategies to support their own journey to flourishing. As one participant reflected: 

 

That's, like, another thing, like, people may feel like, children may be feeling like, I 
guess, left out that they were never taught, aspects like that about what it means to 
be content, and ways that you can do that, and, like, practices that can help calm you 
down and stuff like that. 

 

However, barriers remain in how non-curriculum wellbeing promotion initiatives are viewed in 

schools from a staff and parent perspective. Adults often bring their own educational biases, 

shaped by lived experiences in schooling, into their expectations of what should be taught. 

For this reason, wellbeing education opportunities should extend beyond students to staff, 

whānau and communities, creating a shared understanding of the importance and benefits. 

Schools also have opportunities to partner with external facilitators and organisations to 

strengthen this work. 

Summary 

The shift and growth in understanding of wellbeing provide valuable insight into how youth 

can be supported to flourish. A positive psychology framework provides the development of 

skills and attributes, without over-focusing on diagnosing and treating negative mental health 
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and wellbeing states. When young females experience belonging and resilience through a 

challenging outdoor activity, they are connecting positively with each PERMA domain. These 

connections, and subsequent shifts in wellbeing, suggest a programme such as learning to 

surf has the potential to contribute meaningfully to personal development and to broader 

social and ecological constructs. 

A Framework for Flourishing: A place-responsive guide to youth 

wellbeing  

This study has provided evidence that a place-responsive, embodied outdoors programme 

has wellbeing benefits for female participants, but the challenge is in developing a 

sustainable model for other schools. Based on the overriding principles identified through the 

data analysis, I propose a new model - a framework for flourishing - where youth can be 

supported to enhance their wellbeing through challenge, connection and reflection.  

 

As an educator, I understand that schools can be challenging spaces to introduce new 

programmes and initiatives, but more importantly, understand that youth cannot effectively 

learn when their wellbeing needs are not met. Within each school, the balancing of 

curriculum needs, timetable structures, and other commitments that vary, make a fixed 

template difficult to implement. The timing, placement, activity, outdoor space, and year 

group/s need careful consideration to ensure a sustainable model is put in place. The 

elements of positive psychology that sit behind this framework for wellbeing promotion 

should be considered essential to an effective programme, aligning with many of Pearson et 

al.’s (2025) findings of the components that cultivate female youth resilience and wellbeing.  
 

My overarching model integrates Te Whare Tapa Whā with complementary PERMA 

principles, creating a guide to understanding a holistic overview of an effective wellbeing 

programme for female youth. The diagram below represents the three overarching principles 

this programme used to create a surfing programme focussed on enhancing wellbeing. 

When a place responsive approach to nature-based activity is used, there is an opportunity 

to enhance all taha of wellbeing through connection, challenge and kaitiakitanga or greater 

environmental awareness. Providing a challenging physical activity in this local space 

enhanced engagement, accomplishment, and joy. It is in the space where these principles 

come together that the conditions to flourish are found. 

 

As well as these wellbeing principles, the following figure is an overview of the key elements, 

followed by the guiding questions that inform programme planning. A full explanation of each 

area is provided beneath. 

 



 150 

 
Whakaahua 7  A framework for flourishing - a place-responsive guide to youth wellbeing model 

The wellbeing principles from PERMA and Te Whare Tapa Whā are explained in the table 

below, showing their complementary nature. These principles guide programme development 

by prompting educators to intentionally design experiences that address multiple dimensions 

of wellbeing. They encourage planners to ask “how will this activity foster positive emotion, 

engagement, relationships, meaning and accomplishment, while also supporting taha tinana, 

taha hinengaro, taha whanau and taha wairua?” This ensures programmes are holistic, 

culturally responsive and structured to promote wellbeing and flourishing. 

 
Tūtohi  19 Complementary overarching wellbeing principles 

PERMA domain Te Whare Tapa Whā 
domain 

Are there opportunities for 
participants to: 

Positive Emotion 

 

Taha Hinenegaro Experience joy, fun and anticipation  

Engagement 

 

Taha Tinana & Taha 

Hinegaro 

Engage in a challenging experience 

and experience focussed 

participation 
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Relationships 

 

Taha Whānau Meet and interact with peers, 

develop mentorship opportunities, 

experience social connections   

Meaning 

 

Taha Wairua Connect with values and beliefs, 

place, and people  

Accomplishment 

 

Taha Tinana & Taha Wairua Learn a new skill, explore agency 

through physical challenge, 

experience full absorption 

 

Whilst this tūtohi/table maps the Western PERMA principles alongside the Indigenous Te 

Whare Tapa Whā, this alignment is meant as a practical, conceptual bridge rather than a 

direct conversion. Merging Western psychology frameworks with holistic Indigenous models 

of wellbeing involves inherent complexities, with PERMA categorising wellbing into distinct 

pillars, while Te Whare Tapa Whā represents an interconnected whare where dimensions rely 

on the others.  

 

Rather than offering a definitive formula, this tūtohi highlights complementary synergies to 

guide programme design.  By grounding these principles in practice, schools can develop 

targeted, context-specific initiatives. Key transferable elements from this study include: 

• A place-responsive approach 

• A single sex environment 

• Outdoor physical activity 

• Mentorship - tuakana teina 

• Measurable outcomes (e.g. Hua Oranga Individual SRQ) 

 

A place-responsive outdoor framework informs programme development, in particular, the 

use of signposts one (Being present in and with a place), and four (Apprenticing ourselves to 

outdoor places) (Wattchow & Brown, 2011), as referenced in full in chapter two. These two 

signposts require consideration of the local environment as a co-facilitator in programme and 

context development, and encourage the outdoors to be considered beyond human use, and 

rather as a mindful, present-focused space.  

 

The guiding questions below have been developed for schools to consider in their early 

planning and to provide a structure for safety management considerations. This guide is 

derived from Wattchow and Brown (2011) and is intended as orienting questions for 

educators rather than a formal checklist. 

 
Tūtohi  20 Guiding questions for planning (Modified from Wattchow & Brown (2011)) 
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Place  What nature spaces are available in the local area?  

What is nature spaces are available within a walk or short drive? 

What activities are appropriate in these spaces? 

Are staff and/or students familiar with this place? 

People What are the existing capabilities with staff?  

Senior students available (e.g. if the school is coastal there may be a 

large group of surf ifeguards available). 

What activities can youth revisit? 

What year group/s will be involved? 

Are there current school programmes that can be expanded on or 

adapted? (e.g. school service or mentorship programmes). 

Activity 

 

What resources do the school currently own or have access to?  

Are there other local resources that could be sourced? (e.g. through 

clubs or groups?) 

Where in the current school timetable/structure will this take place? 

What activities would youth continue to have access to? 

What activities are low or no cost? 

Is appropriate safety management available for the activity? 

 

Other considerations 

There will be school-specific considerations that may not have been raised in the planning 

tool, such as school size, for example, is there scope for whole-school involvement -and also 

considerations of parental involvement as volunteers. The complexities within each school 

require individual attention and should include consideration for non-binary or other gender 

youth within the model. It is likely that schools may have more than one option of activity and 

place available for this programme, and may consider providing several options for students 

to become involved . Having an expansive view of the activity options that could be included 

is important to providing equity for students. Though the word ‘challenge’ connotes very hard 

activity, this is subjective and a range of options provide youth with potential stepping stones 

to increase their personal level of acceptable risk. 

 

Summary 

Developing and implementing a programme based on this framework ensures the use of 

local resources and expertise, as well as embedding positive psychology practices that can 

enhance wellbeing in youth. Schools have variable access to resources, places and people, 

so this method can be a guide in discovering best options for them. An action research 

approach allows for schools to trial a variety of contexts and adapt the programme to their 

individual needs while keeping the needs of their students at the forefront. This study tested 
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the programme in one setting and context but provides evidence that youth wellbeing can be 

enhanced through thoughtful planning and guidance. 

 

Research Question Reflections 

In this section, the findings are revisited in relation to the original research questions, 

providing direct responses and highlighting impacts and limitations from the study.  

What positive shifts in hauora are experienced by participants during a place-
responsive outdoor programme?  

The combined data from the current study is clear that positive shifts on all measured 

aspects of hauora occurred, with the most prominent shifts within taha hinengaro and taha 

whānau. A positive and exciting outcome was the significant shift in social aspects, where 

the programme led to an enhanced sense of belonging, shaping of identity and the forming of 

positive relationships. This outcome demonstrates that female youth understand wellbeing as 

being more than an emotional state and is interconnected with others and our sense of 

belonging in spaces such as the outdoors. Taha hinengaro was also enhanced, and a 

participant’s narrative indicated this was mainly due to increased feelings of calm and stress 

relief. The shift in physical wellbeing was supported most strongly by the participant narrative 

surrounding physical wellbeing benefits, though this was not captured statistically, likely 

attributable to the already high baseline results. It may be that participants attributed certain 

feelings of wellbeing - for example, a sense of accomplishment - as being more closely 

aligned with other taha, such as spiritual rather than physical. 

 

The overall significant shift across all taha supports the positive impact this programme had 

on participants. Te Whare Tapa Whā was acknowledged as simple and effective for youth to 

understand, drawing clear data supported by a narrative around each taha. 

 

How does participation in a place-responsive outdoor programme influence 
participants’ sense of kaitiakitanga?   

Surfing created a culture of care for participants as they noted their increased interest, 

understanding and respect for the ocean environment, though this remained as increased 

awareness and did not extend to action such as picking up rubbish. Those who had less 

experience and understanding of the ocean environment gained a greater positive impact, 

and notably, their initial fear turned to respect as they gained new knowledge. As discussed, 

a longer programme length could have led to greater focus on kaitiakitanga, for example, 

through organising beach cleans with the broader school community or investigating other 

ways the beach can be accessed for wellbeing. Physical acts and education would be 



 154 

recommended as integral to the further development of this programme. The growth in 

respect of and understanding that New Zealanders have a responsibility to look after the 

environment was highlighted by several participants. This was evident through narratives like 

Kya, as she expressed her increased sense of responsibility as a New Zealander, to not 

‘overdo it’ in terms of fishing and exploiting the environment. This showed that the care for 

their local surf beach was beginning to extend into awareness of broader environmental 

issues. 

 

In what ways does the programme help participants identify and apply personal 
strategies for mental wellbeing?  

Participants’ experiences varied when identifying personal strategies for supporting their 

wellbeing. Elandri more clearly understood the positive impact that regular exercise was 

having and implemented her own physical activity programme into her schedule. She began 

a daily programme that included running, working out and sports team training. Esther was 

aware that the beach had become a space that she would regularly seek out for solace and 

calm. She became a more consistent visitor to the beach after the programme finished. Both 

Aria and Lily became more involved around the school, taking up opportunities for 

connection and belonging through a variety of activities. This vastly improved Aria’s 

connection to the school and her motivation to attend. Kya began surfing regularly with her 

mother, something her mother had wanted for some time. Kya had the most access to 

transport and family members who surfed, which enabled her continued participation. Rose 

and Mia continued to use the beach with friends, their social wellbeing clearly linked to 

spending time with peers at spaces they were comfortable. 

 

Interestingly, Charlie was very clear in expressing her understanding of wellbeing strategies 

that worked for her, but she was the least likely to access these. Her - at times negative - 

self-esteem, coupled with the pressure she felt to get involved in activities, led her to remove 

herself from potential health-enhancing opportunities. This may be reflective of the wider 

population and demands attention to ensure young females are provided with diverse options 

and barrier free access to wellbeing opportunities.  

 

How does participation in the programme impact positive psychology 
constructs (e.g. PERMA domains)?  

The MHC-SF yielded interesting and diverse results requiring investigation into the three 

subgroups of eudaimonic social, eudaimonic psychological, and hedonic wellbeing.  

 

The quantitative data place hedonic wellbeing at a low to moderate positive impact, though 

the qualitative data provided little doubt that participants experienced joy and happiness 
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through surfing. However, over time, the experiences of participants were framed in more 

reflective and complex language as a deeper sense of wellbeing was fostered. 

 

Eudaimonic psychological domains cover areas such as Self-acceptance, Environmental 
Mastery, Positive Relationships and Purpose in Life, all of which garnered moderate to 

high positive increases. However, Personal Growth had a small but negative shift. This may 

be due to the ambiguity of the question - (in the last month) you had experiences that 

challenged you to grow and become a better person, or a potential lack of connection 

between this concept and the surfing programme. Participant narrative supports growth 

(social, emotional and spiritual) as a key outcome. 

 

The significant enhancement to eudaimonic social wellbeing highlighted the benefits from 

peer and mentor involvement, and connection to others in growing and reframing wellbeing. 

Female youth flourish when provided with an ideal environment to do so, and this includes an 

enhanced sense of belonging and safe and trusting surroundings.  

 

In a literal sense, the surfing programme provided the opporunity to flourish, as presented 

through the PERMA model domains.  

 

Positive emotions - participants experienced joy, excitement and calmness through surfing, 

and were able to express appreciation for their own successes as well as others. 

 

Engagement - the focused attention required for surfing provided mindful moments within 

the challenging activity. Surfing requires presence and persistence to achieve success. 

 

Relationships - a key factor for participants, social connections were strengthened through 

the shared experience, support from their peers, and mentorship from the student facilitators. 

The all-female environment enhanced feelings of safety, confidence and low 

competitiveness. 

 

Meaning - meaning was derived from enhanced connection to and care of nature and 

through strengthened cultural identity (being a ‘kiwi’, and a surfer).  

 

Accomplishment - participants experienced physical skill development and the ability to 

grow confidence through overcoming fears. They were also able to set and achieve personal 

goals throughout the programme. 
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Overall, the participants’ growth within the PERMA domains provided an insight into a 

meaningful and purposeful experience. The expansion of wellbeing beyond hedonic 

attributes and into eudemonic wellbeing realms indicates a positive impact. 

 

What elements of the programme do participants identify as most impactful for 
their emotional wellbeing and ongoing mental health?  

A significant impact of the programme was the increased understanding that wellbeing 

spaces, such as the beach, were available and accessible. Over the course of the 

programme, all participants acknowledged their awareness of the environment - the beach, 

ocean or just being outside - as health-enhancing, specifically for the sense of calm and 

stillness it could provide. Despite the beach being relatively close to all of them, there was a 

sense they had not fully realised the positive impact it was having on them.  

 

Strong evidence pointed to social interactions and belonging as wellbeing enhancing, with 

participants acknowledging the impact the group setting had on them. The single sex 

environment was empowering and transformative, leading to reduced feelings of judgment 

and competition. There is potential for this to be replicated as the participants enter 

adulthood, understanding the positive impact that all-female environments have on their 

wellbeing. As supported by other research (Jelleyman & Humberstone, 2024; Overbury et al., 

2023; Testa, 2024), females who engage in long-term blue space wellbeing habits have the 

potential to find their ‘tribe’ and be supported in health-enhancing habits. 

Summary- Research question reflections 

The research questions provided a clear focus for this study, while the methodology was the 

primary driver in collecting and analysing data to answer these questions. The findings offer 

meaningful contributions to existing wellbeing research, with the most impactful findings 

highlighted. The programme drew on the Te Whare Tapa Whā and PERMA models, which 

facilitated coherent findings that aligned and supported the experiences and narratives of 

participants.  

Theoretical and Practical Contributions 

Theoretical contributions 

This study offers several theoretical contributions, particularly in advancing understanding of 

how female youth experience and construct their wellbeing. These contributions expand on 

the responses to the research questions, offering insight and deeper reflections on the 

implications of this study. 
 



 157 

Expanding the concept of flourishing in youth 

Broadening the notion of youth flourishing requires rethinking how wellbeing is understood 

and experienced. Current youth wellbeing constructs are filled with idealised images and a 

culture of comparison through social media, and it is likely many will never reach this 

unrealistic sense of health, fitness, wealth, and beauty. Youth require a new understanding of 

wellbeing that is grounded in real-life experiences.   

 

This study showed that female youth can reframe their understanding of wellbeing, and when 

provided with appropriate experiences, they can flourish. The programme’s constructivist 

approach enabled youth involvement through female mentors and facilitators, who served as 

role models in outdoor settings and experts in their respective outdoor activities. Nature and 

the ocean also helped to construct a new understanding as the participants expanded their 

notion of wellbeing beyond their internal emotional state, to belonging through shared 

experience, environmental care, and the spiritual experiences of awe, stillness and solace. 

 

Blending of western and indigenous concepts of wellbeing 

Both quantitative measurement tools - the MHC-SF and the Hua Oranga - are appropriate in 

gathering data for youth mental health, but when they are combined and contextualised for 

New Zealand youth they become more culturally and socially grounded. While there were 

benefits and limitations within the Te Whare Tapa Whā and PERMA models of wellbeing, they 

provide more scope when integrated into broader concepts. This allowed for discussion 

themes to be founded on more expansive notions beyond simple terminology such as 

Relationships. The interconnected nature of indigenous models of wellbeing such as Te 

Whare Tapa Whā take this term from simple interpersonal interactions into our ability to 

connect, belong, and understand our identity within the environment.    

  

Learning beyond the formal curriculum 

The surfing programme provided an opportunity for in-school learning that is beyond the 

requirements of any school qualification. While mental health is part of the Health Education 

curriculum within the NZC, the subject is not compulsory after Year 10 (approximately 14 

years old). It is also hidden amongst a wide variety of topics that Health Education can 

deliver, such as sexuality education, nutrition, decision-making, and healthy relationships, 

with many schools delivering the content they can within one hour/lesson per week. Schools 

offer a place of learning that stretches beyond formal qualifications, with experiences such as 

arts, sports, music, and the ‘softer’ skills learned from being around other people, including 

time management and respectful interactions. This programme provided an opportunity for 

schools to support youth in strengthening mental health and resilience, skills that can flow 
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into other areas of life. These skills transcend teen years and can support young people as 

they leave school and enter adulthood with their own kētē (basket) of knowledge. 

 

Situated and embodied wellbeing 

Embodied outdoor experiences are powerful for youth, creating opportunities for growth, 

challenge and connection (McKenzie et al., 2021; Pearson et al., 2025; Wheaton et al., 

2017). It is proven that nature is a powerful antidote to many stressors of modernity (Hunter 

et al., 2019; Shuda et al., 2020; N. M. Wells & Evans, 2003), but the challenge is in 

developing an equitable and sustainable model that can overcome barriers inherent within 

many challenging outdoor activities. A key aspect of this programme was the shared social 

context, where participants are situated locally to the programme location. This provides an 

opportunity for further exploration of the activity, as well as sharing with family and friends, or 

joining local clubs or groups.  

 

Gender specific insights into outdoor activity 

The participants were able to provide rich narratives on their experiences as young females 

and being within an all-female environment. Their insights help to understand the 

experiences of young females when in outdoor spaces, including how they sense belonging 

and the barriers they have faced to participation. In contrasting their experiences in the 

programme to other times when they have been with male counterparts - particularly those 

who were in outdoor education classes - highlighted their desire to be in a single sex 

environment at times to allow growth and empowerment without judgement (perceived or 

not), or competition. While acknowledging that single sex environments are not always 

possible or practical, the implications of this study suggest these experiences provide growth, 

autonomy and agency for young females. 

Practical contributions 

Modelling an evidence-based, scalable intervention 

This study has developed and proposed a model that is both replicable and has potential to 

be scalable within a school context. The strong evidence that the programme supported 

participants’ wellbeing lays a foundation for schools to explore their own place-responsive 

programme within the suggested framework that this study provides. The framework provides 

flexibility for schools to consider the most sustainable programme for them, including the 

activity, year group/age, mentor input, and staffing skills and competencies. 
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The co-construction of effective programmes 

The action research methodology was fundamental to shaping the programme, allowing 

continuous refinement based on participant feedback. In using Kemmis, McTaggart and 

Nixon’s (2014) action research spiral as a guiding principle, the programme was able to be 

co-constructed with the student facilitators and participants, reflective of both daily conditions 

and the progress of individuals. The ocean and environment were also ‘active’ participants, 

with surf and weather conditions guiding the daily planning. This reflexive and flexible 

approach was able to occur due to the experience of the researcher and the tuakana- 

student facilitators in understanding the environmental changes.  

 

Another advantage of using this model within a school context is that most education 

professionals are aware of and have likely used this in prior practice. Understanding the 

model can make it relatively easy for those in other schools to use it for their programme 

planning and implementation. The action research model allows schools to trial the 

programme at different times and with various activities until they can develop a sustainable 

model for their own use. 

 

Promoting female participation in outdoor spaces 

The surfing programme provided a small group of young females with the expanded notion of 

where they can belong, and that outdoor spaces can be accessible, safe and rewarding. For 

young females to feel welcome in outdoor spaces they need to experience opportunities and 

see other females in these spaces. The importance of a female-only experiences was 

outlined in detail by the participants, and this may be crucial in providing a gateway to further 

experiences for many young females. As identified by the participants, youth are not exposed 

to the same experiences at home and therefore may not be participating in any nature-based 

activity. Programmes such as this provide youth with the opportunity to experience outdoor 

spaces and activities, and to experience a space where females are supporting other 

females in these spaces. 

 

Tool adaptation and use in a practical environment 

The adaptation of the Hua Oranga tool into an individual self-assessment option proved a 

simple and effective reflective method for youth. Te Whare Tapa Whā as a model of wellbeing 

is recognisable by youth in Aotearoa, with a general understanding of the characteristics that 

fall within the four taha. There is scope for this model to be used and tested beyond this 

research, looking to prove its effectiveness beyond clinical use. The Hua Oranga individual 

assessment tool could be integrated at various points alongside practical aspects of an 

outdoor nature-based programme, and could include written aspects where youth are 



 160 

encouraged to reflect on why they self-reported in that way. On its own, it is a simple, 

effective tool to track changes in perceived wellbeing for youth. 

Limitations and Critical Reflection 

Contextual limitations 

Localised context 

The surfing programme required a specific geography of a surf beach and waves suitable for 

learning. Due to this localised context and activity specific to the area, the programme cannot 

be replicated in all areas of New Zealand, and certainly not around the world. While there are 

many similar sandy beaches in New Zealand, there are also areas that are considered 

challenging for learn to surf programmes, such as point breaks and rocky areas. Choosing to 

engage in a learn to surf programme must be carefully considered when planning a context 

for this programme. The proposed programme framework allows for other, more suitable 

contexts to be used which would better suit the local area. 

 

Seasonal activity 

It is likely that surfing as a context would remain a seasonal, summer-based- activity within 

this wellbeing model. The winter months necessitate extra equipment such as wetsuits, and 

both water and air temperatures can become limiting factors in terms of motivation for 

participation. Both enjoyment and safety may be compromised in inclement weather months, 

negating the intended positive wellbeing experience. 

 

Long term impact 

With a programme period of 10-weeks with some follow up 6 months after, there was limited 

long term gathering of data surrounding the ongoing impacts of the programme. Given the 

current negative mental health outcomes for youth, an all-year programme and 

accompanying longitudinal impacts could provide potential to further enhance wellbeing. 

 

In-school limiting factors 

School timetable structures are different for nearly every secondary school in New Zealand, 

leading to difficulty in providing a single template for duplication. In the case of this school, 

the programme was set on a specific day and time - Wednesday from 1.30-3 pm which fitted 

into an unstructured period of time for the participants. While this made the schedule 

relatively easy to set, there were restrictions in being bound by time and day. As one 

participant reflected, having to do the programme at this set time meant that the conditions 
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were not always ideal. The lack of flexibility in timing would be challenging to avoid in most 

school structures. 

 

Resource intensive 

The programme required a high ratio of support for the safety of participants, and also a 

reasonable amount of equipment (surfboards). This meant the programme was resource-

intensive and may be unsustainable for some schools in terms of financial burden, staff 

supply, and time management. Input from community organisations may better support 

programmes such as this in some areas. 

 

Participant limiting factors 

Self-selection 

Participant self-selection was a limiting factor, as an activity bias may have been evident. As 

the available cohort was all aware from the initial contact that the activity context was surfing, 

this would have created positive and negative reactions from potential participants. The 

nature of surfing as an activity would have attracted participants, but also detracted those 

who may have been interested in the wellbeing aspect but were not confident in surfing or in 

the ocean. This could be mitigated in part by offering other contexts for schools, and 

therefore youth, to choose from.    

Self reporting 

The gathering of quantitative data through SRQ could have presented some issues around 

biases. As previously discussed, SRQ are not immune to participant mood and engagement, 

and can fail to capture nuances in responses. The pre-determined responses they chose 

from may not have accurately reflected their experiences, or gathered the full understanding 

and meaning. 

Homogeneity of the research group 

Though it was the intention for this study, the research participants present as a relatively 

similar subset - they were all females, from the same year level, living in the same town, and 

from a relatively narrow socioeconomic window. There were some cultural differences, which 

included two immigrants and a range of Māori and Pākeha participants. 

Sample size  

The relatively small sample size had many advantages, such as safety and the availability of 

school equipment. However, the disadvantages of this were the reduced statistical power -

potentially rendering it less likely to detect a real effect - and the challenge in generalising the 

findings to the broader population. However, in the context of this study the sample size was 

advantageous for rich and detailed data gathering. 
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Critical reflections 

 

MHC-SF questionnaire 

The MHC-SF may house some abstract notions that could be difficult for youth to associate 

with surfing/outdoor activity and also with wellbeing. For example, question 8 ‘that the way 

society works made sense to you’, may be challenging for youth to relate to their 

understanding of the programme’s intent and their own health outcomes. The MHC-SF was 

appropriate as it is validated across various studies and contexts, but may have presented 

some bias or lack of understanding from the participants. 

 

Non-clinical focus  

This study looked at young females who had not been diagnosed with mental illness, but 

rather those who wanted to enhance their wellbeing. This helps to bridge the gap in non-

pathological approaches to wellbeing, but does not support those with further needs. This 

limits generalising applicability to those with mental illness or those having acute mental 

health needs, without further testing in this area. This was not the scope of this research, but 

the poor outcomes for those with mental illness do require further attention. 

 

Long-term personal application 

For young people to continue in a challenging outdoor activity such as surfing, they need to 

address any safety or other concerns they have in participation. Most of the participants did 

not feel they had other people to continue surfing with, and most had no family members who 

surfed. A major limitation is in feeling unsafe when surfing alone - and rightfully so - and this 

can lead to non-participation. To support participants in continuing with the activity, they could 

be provided with suggestions of clubs or groups they could join, or be empowered to start 

their own group outside of school time.  

 

Discussion Summary  

This chapter has highlighted the key findings of the study and synthesised them against 

existing theory, allowing for the emergence of a broader understanding of wellbeing that is 

both complex and nuanced. 

 

Through participation in a place-responsive outdoors programme, these young females were 

empowered to develop their own understanding of wellbeing, constructed through positive 
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and supportive experiences. They were provided with the opportunity to expand their 

knowledge through learning a challenging skill while being immersed in nature, with the 

ocean providing its own contributions to participants’ understanding of wellbeing. 

 

In contrast to worrying research that many young New Zealanders feel they have a ‘bleak 

future’ (Stubbing et al., 2023b), half of the participants experienced flourishing wellbeing after 

this programme. They were exposed to a health-enhancing opportunity that provided many of 

the unique factors required for young females to thrive - challenge, single sex, enhanced 

connections, support, agency, stress management and physical activity. 

 

A framework for wellbeing promotion has been suggested, using the culturally sensitive Te 

Whare Tapa Whā model and the principles of PERMA, for specific use in New Zealand 

schools and contexts. A guiding set of principles for schools to plan their own wellbeing 

promotion programme has been outlined to ensure sustainability and equity. Barriers have 

been identified and addressed with suggestions to support schools through programme 

development. An outline of further research opportunities points to the need for a better 

understanding of youth mental health promotion and the ideal methods to present strategies 

to youth.  

 

There has been significant research into the positive impacts of nature spaces on human 

health, and this study has provided additional evidence of the restorative power of the ocean. 

This discussion has highlighted the holistic outcomes that a challenging outdoors programme 

can provide, outlined by the participants’ ability to reframe their own sense of and 

understanding of wellbeing. 
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Chapter 6 Conclusion 
 

In this chapter I address the aims and objectives of this study and show how they were met. I 

present the key findings of the thesis, and how these contribute to the current body of 

research. I identify ways to reduce barriers to female youth accessing a place-responsive 

outdoors programme, with a focus on agency, equity and sustainability. I close with final 

thoughts on addressing the youth mental health crisis and the importance of providing 

opportunities and conditions for young females in Aotearoa to flourish. 

Aims and Objectives 

This study aimed to develop and implement an evidence-based, place-responsive outdoors 

programme for young females, focusing on factors that support and enhance wellbeing. The 

adoption of a positive psychology model supported growth while participating in the 

challenging physical activity of surfing. There was a focus on introducing youth to non-

pharmaceutical, sustainable, lifestyle-based strategies that could support ongoing wellbeing. 

The aim was to equip participants with the knowledge to develop sustainable models of 

outdoor activity that support long-term mental health and flourishing. 

  

The 10-week surfing programme was developed and tested with a group of female youth, 

providing opportunities to experience challenge and growth in a single sex environment. The 

measurement of wellbeing through the Hua Oranga and MHC-SF scales provided evidence 

of positive wellbeing shifts across a holistic range of metrics. The youth in this study were 

able to provide comprehensive insights into their lived experience, discarding barriers to 

inclusion and judgment for enriching non-competitive, health-enhancing spaces. 

 

When mapped against the culturally sensitive, complementary domains of PERMA and Te 

Whare Tapa Whā, the programme provided the opportunity for these youth to flourish. The 

participants reframed wellbeing beyond internal measures, to incorporate more expansive 

notions such as connection to place and nature, belonging and identity within a group, and 

the profound impact of skill learning on autonomy and social acceptance. Through a 

supportive environment, participants developed an understanding of strategies that could 

support their own wellbeing, inclusive of the factors integral to this programme. 

 

The following section takes these key findings and considers their contribution to current 

knowledge, moving the lived experiences of the surfing group into a broader dialogue around 

embodied youth wellbeing, and the therapeutic benefits of nature-based interventions. 
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Applications for use 

 
Whakaahua 8 A framework for flourishing - a place-responsive guide to youth wellbeing model 

The guiding framework for wellbeing promotion and flourishing was developed and tested for 

use in secondary schools but can be adapted for youth in any context. There are clear 

benefits to youth accessing a programme such as this for stress mitigation and wellbeing 

enhancement through their challenging secondary school years however, the opportunity to 

access support strategies could be introduced at any time. 

 

Younger tamariki/children may benefit from scaffolded practices that support wellbeing from 

their first years in education. Early introduction to positive psychology models and 

challenging, appropriate outdoor experiences can help to frame and construct wellbeing 

through these influential years. Early initiation may serve to mitigate parental and school 

biases around education and disrupt future negative mental health outcomes in some youth. 

 

Youth in other educational institutions like New Zealand Health schools (for students with 

high health needs), and alternative education facilities (for students who may have become 

alienated from mainstream schools) could benefit from some form of programme such as 

this. In particular, the Health schools may require some adaptation and careful consideration 

through planning, utilising the place-responsive and action research guidelines by their own 

expert staff. 

 

There is also an opportunity to use this model to guide male-only and other gender 

programmes. The implications of this study suggest there are likely benefits for all youth 

through following these evidence-based guidelines. 
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Implications for Further Research 
There are several areas for further research that have been highlighted by this study, beyond 

the specific areas highlighted in the discussion. These encapsulate broader aspects of the 

study and require further attention to expand growth in human health and wellbeing. 

Blue spaces and mental wellbeing in female youth 

This study contributes to the growing body of research into blue spaces and the potential 

impacts on human health and wellbeing. Further research into the efficacy of this programme 

in other schools would enable further understanding of these spaces, specifically on female 

youth, and the contribution this may have on mental wellbeing promotion and providing a 

buffer against future negative outcomes. The expansion into other coastal schools in New 

Zealand would provide an opportunity to test the Flourishing wellbeing framework beyond 

one school or group.  

 

Due to New Zealands geography, blue spaces are often accessible through coastal spaces 

and an abundance of lakes and rivers, providing opportunities for other immersive, embodied 

contexts for female youth. These natural assets need to be recognised as part of mental 

health strategies that could offer relevant, low-cost, culturally reflective, and sustainable 

pathways to support youth wellbeing in Aotearoa. 

Positive psychology models 

It is recommended that further research be conducted into the impact a positive psychology 

model has in promoting wellbeing in youth through a strengths-based approach. Current 

mental health and wellbeing continues a dominant focus on rehabilitation and treatment, 

where strengthening youths’ characteristics can lead to a more sustained wellbeing. Further 

research could compare the efficacy of a strength-based based outdoor activity programme 

against traditional counselling for youth in secondary schools. Measurement of wellbeing 

could be used to indicate shifts in all domains, again using Te Whare Tapa Whā. 

 

Positive psychology models identify and nurture youths’ strengths, positive virtues and 

experiences, providing them with opportunities to explore identity and enhance resilience. 

The potential for these models as a framework for wellbeing lies in the ability to shift the 

narrative from deficit-based to empowerment, by focusing on strengths. Positive psychology 

provides youth with the opportunity to build their psychological resources and provide a 

buffer against adversity. 
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The Impact of a flourishing youth population 

The contribution of flourishing mental health in youth would likely have a future ongoing 

positive effect as they become adults, contributing to a more positive and productive society. 

Further research could track participants over a longer period of time and track wellbeing 

changes. A larger cohort would also better support findings. As seen in many Nordic 

countries that rate highly against World Happiness Metrics (Martela et al., 2020), time spent 

together in nature from a young age can contribute to a happy, more satisfied population. 

There are other clear differences between these populations, but spending time in nature 

appears as a relatively simple and effective tool in enhancing wellbeing. There is scope for 

further understanding into following youth who have had opporunities to flourish and build 

resilience as they enter into adulthood with their own wellbeing strategies.  

The power of place  

In contrast to many existing programmes, there are notable benefits to not being ‘taken away’ 

and returned ‘restored’, but rather in experiencing an outdoor activity in a shared social 

context. There is scope for further research on the use of Wattchow & Browns place-

responsive model (2011) for use in secondary school settings, where programmes have the 

potential to benefit youth wherever they reside. Examples of further research could include a 

similar programme provided through a school with access to a lake, and using the context of 

kayaking, or a school in close proximity to tracks, where mountainbiking is appropriate. The 

wellbeing impact of these contextualised, place-responsive programmes would be measured 

through Te Whare Tapa Whā. 

 

New Zealand is rich in locations that provide access to outdoor opportunities, and many 

schools are already accessing their local area for other learning. Place-responsive guidelines 

provide an opportunity for low-resource, low-cost and effective programmes that can be 

replicated and modified over time. The implications of the place-responsive approach have 

the potential to build connections to place and foster kaitiakitanga, and ultimately strengthen 

young New Zealanders’ connection to Aotearoa. 

Wider school impacts 

There is scope for further research to identify any other school-based impacts from 

participation in this programme. The participants’ application in other areas of the school 

could be measured, such as school attendance rates, school engagement or academic 

results. This could be useful to correlate impacts against the programme’s overall efficacy, as 

well as further legitimise the programme for school leaders. 
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Mentors  

Future research could explore the impact of the programme on the wellbeing of the 

mentors/student facilitators. There is scope to measure and understand the impact of 

‘service’ to their community, as well as providing an opportunity for the action research 

framework to continue, allowing for iterations from past participants as they enter into mentor 

roles. There are multiple roles of the mentor that could be researched - including the impact 

as a female role model, as a programme facilitator, or the impact of providing community 

service within the school. 

Tuakana-teina cycle 

To further embed the programme into schools, future research could monitor the impacts as 

current programme participants evolve into future programme mentors. The study could 

follow the participants over time and monitor their wellbeing as they contribute as programme 

mentors for the next programme cohort, alongside specialist surfers or surf lifesavers. The 

scope for research covers the impact on whole school wellbeing, and the impact that 

recurrent, sustainable wellbeing programmes have over time.  

Other gender programmes 

While the sample for this study was limited to young females, this focus allowed for an in-

depth exploration of gendered experiences in the outdoors. However, future research could 

expand beyond this scope to explore experiences of all male programmes, or across other 

gender identities. This could allow for multiple programmes to be running, and across 

multiple contexts. 

Female participation  

As identified through Sport New Zealand (2023), female youth participation in physical 

activity is reduced through their teenage years, in part due to negative body image. Further 

research could investigate the impact of ongoing outdoor programmes, with a single sex 

environment, on participation rates over time. This should be investigated over the time the 

reduction begins (approximately 12 years old), and continue through the secondary school 

years in order to track participation longitudinally. 

Summary  

The potential for research into enhancing human wellbeing and deepening our connections 

to the natural world is limitless. As outlined, further research into health-enhancing 

opportunities for youth in blue spaces, for youth of all genders, and for impacts on mentors 

and participants’ education are just some options. Insights from diverse wellbeing research 
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can strengthen our capacity to build a resourceful, connected and resilient population who 

can flourish in the face of life’s challenges. 

Final thoughts 

The calm between the waves 

As a current deputy principal and a secondary school educator for over 20 years, I have 

gained a unique view of young people and how they act in and interpret the world. Over this 

time, the roles of parents, teachers, coaches, friends, and even the teenagers themselves 

have shifted significantly. Change has become a constant, and it is no surprise that youth 

wellbeing has been affected. While there is growing emphasis on wellbeing, in my view from 

my experience in doing this research, I think that we continue to fall short in supporting 

young people effectively. When wellbeing is compromised, learning becomes increasingly 

difficult. 

 

There remains strong evidence of negative mental health outcomes for youth in Aotearoa, 

and to date, no interventions - pharmaceutical or otherwise - have proven effective in slowing 

or reducing this downward slide. Despite understanding the profound positive impacts that 

nature has on us, young females are victims of social constructs that have largely kept them 

out of these health-affirming spaces (Calin et al., 2021). The construction of mental health 

has been influenced by powerful forces, leading them into spaces where they are compared 

and contrasted against curated images of unrealistic lives.  

 

This study has presented evidence that when provided with the right conditions, young 

females can enhance their wellbeing and even flourish. Females require supportive, inclusive 

peer connections, female role modelling and importantly, exposure to opportunities that 

challenge them to grow and build resilience. They require the support and confidence from 

their gatekeepers to throw those gates open, to understand the changing landscape and 

adapt to it along with their young person, and maybe to have the courage to enter the world 

of the outdoors alongside them. Young females need to see themselves in, and be welcomed 

into, nature spaces and outdoor opportunities, where they can experience the multiple 

benefits nature provides. 

 

Access to nature may hold a key to wellbeing enhancement for youth, in particular as they 

gain an understanding of the impacts this can have on them. Biophilia and kaitiakitanga are 

closely bound concepts, both reflected in the saying ‘we are nature and nature is us’. As 

biophilia posits, nature and humans have evolved together, our wellbeing elaborately 

tethered (Ulrich, 1993). Māori world view supports this notion, understanding the deep 
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connection and responsibility we have to our whenua and taiao. This reciprocal relationship 

binds us together, and our wellbeing is carefully woven as one. The ocean is increasingly 

being understood for its powerful impact on taha wairua and taha hinengaro through its 

unique form of restoration. Marine environments have the ability to foster mindfulness, 

resilience and deepen a sense of belonging through their vast expansiveness and sensory 

rhythms. When youth are involved in the ocean through kaitiakitanga opportunities, they are 

benefiting both the ecosystem and themselves, further cultivating the reciprocal relationship 

and connectedness of each other’s health and wellbeing. 

 

Surfing and the ocean are both powerful tools for enhancing wellbeing, as well as metaphors 

for the complex and variable conditions young people face. Mental wellbeing, like the ocean, 

holds a quiet depth beneath its often chaotic and uncertain surface. Surfing reflects our 

ability to navigate these challenges, while riding the waves becomes a symbol of our 

resilience. 

 

In supporting young females in Aotearoa to construct their wellbeing as holistic, integrated, 

and complex, we empower them to walk confidently into outdoor spaces and embrace 

challenges through embodied experiences. These experiences foster deep connections with 

other females and create social bonds that extend into many aspects of life, building 

confidence to try new things and to get involved. In doing so, we are equipping them with 

tools to ensure their own flourishing, teaching them to enjoy the moments between the 

waves, the quiet space of calm and empowerment. 

 

As Dame Whina Cooper reminded us, Take care of our children. Take care of what they hear, 

take care of what they see, take care of what they feel. For how the children grow, so will the 

shape of Aoteroa. This study echoes this call and shows that when we provide young 

females with opportunities to connect with nature, build personal resilience, and experience 

inclusive outdoor spaces, we are helping to shape a future where wellbeing is protected, 

enhanced, and they are able to flourish. 
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Appendices 

 

Appendix A: Ethics Approval 

 

The Appendix contains the AUTEC ethics approval. 

 

 
 

Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee 
(AUTEC) 

26 July 2023 

Mike Brown 
Faculty of Health and Environmental Sciences 

Dear Mike 

Re Ethics Application: 23/2 The effects of outdoor spaces and activities on the mental wellbeing of adolescent 
girls: A case study of a surfing programme in Mt Maunganui, New Zealand 

Thank you for your responses to AUTEC’s conditions. 

Your ethics application has been approved for three years until 25 July 2026. 

Non-Standard Conditions of Approval 

1. In the Parent and Student Information Sheet please remove “anonymity” as this is not possible when the 
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2. Revision of the tense in the Parent Information Sheet e.g. in the privacy section “your contributions” reads 
as though the parent is a participant and they are not. 
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2. All public facing documents must have the AUTEC approval number and be of a high standard of spelling and 
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3. Any amendments to the project must be approved by AUTEC prior to being implemented. 
4. A progress report is due annually on the anniversary of the approval date. 
5. A final report is due at the expiration of the approval period, or, upon completion of project. 
6. Any serious or adverse events must be reported to AUTEC, this includes unforeseen issues that might affect 

continued ethical acceptability of the project. 
7. AUTEC grants ethical approval only. You are responsible for obtaining management permission for access from 

any institution or organisation at which your research is being conducted and you need to meet all ethical, 
legal, public health, and locality obligations or requirements for the jurisdictions in which the research is being 
undertaken. 

The application number and title need to be referenced on all correspondence related to this project. 

All forms are available online http://www.aut.ac.nz/research/researchethics 

For any enquiries, please contact ethics@aut.ac.nz 
(This is a computer-generated letter for which no signature is required) 

The AUTEC Secretariat 
Auckland University of Technology Ethics Committee 
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Appendix B: Programme timeline 

 

The Appendix contains an overview of the programme and data collection timeline. 
 
Tūtohi  21 Overview of data collection timeline 

Timeline  
 

Programme Qualitative data Quantitative data 

Week 1 Surfing programme 
begins 

 Hua Oranga and 
MHC-SF pre surveys 

Week 2  Group interview  

Weeks 6 and 7 

 

 Individual interviews  

Week 10 Surfing programme 
ends 

Journals collected Hua Oranga and 
MHC-SF post 

surveys 
Week 13  Group interview  

Weeks 31-33  Individual interviews  

 

The process steps are further explained: 

 

February  

Participants completed two surveys - (Hua Oranga and Te Whare tapa whā) to gather base 

quantitative data on feelings of perceived wellbeing before the start of the surfing 

programme. This was on the very first day of the programme and prior to going to the first 

beach-based session. 

 

After two programme session, participants were involved in a focus group interview following 

the indicative questions as indicated below. All participants were involved in the interview and 

were able to contribute. 

 

February to April 

Participants were involved in a ten-week learn to surf programme, facilitated by senior 

students. This was once a week for approximately ninety minutes on a Wednesday 

afternoon. The researcher adapted a surfing programme to suit the timeframe and group 

size. Participants were prompted to journal after each session, and the researcher kept a 

weekly journal. 
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March  

Through weeks six and seven of the programme the participants were involved in individual 

interviews of up to one hour each. These followed the indicative questions as previously 

included in a semi-structured format.  

 

April 

Once the learn to surf programme was complete, the participants completed two surveys – 

(Hua Oranga and Te Whare tapa whā) to gather post-programme quantitative data on 

feelings of perceived wellbeing. 

 

All participants were involved in a focus group interview in the week after the programme 

finished, following the indicative questions but with an added focus on any wellbeing shifts 

they feel have occurred. 

Journals were handed in to the researcher to support qualitative data. 

 

September/October 

Participants were involved in individual semi-structured interviews of up to one hour following 

the indicative questions. There was a focus on understanding any themes from the shifts in 

their quantitative survey data, with specific questions for each participant based on their 

results. A deeper investigation into journal entries and comments from previous interviews 

prompted questions for everyone. These interviews were much more individualised than the 

previous ones, and enabled participants to contribute their thoughts around topics such as 

the value of broader school structures. 
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Appendix C: Indicative focus group and individual interview 

questions 

 

The Appendix contains the indicative questions from both the group and individual interviews. 

 

Indicative interview questions: 
Tell me about this week’s surfing session. (expand on high or lowlights). 

Shifts in hauora/wellbeing 

How do you feel during a surfing session? What led you to feel this way? Further explain.  Is 

this feeling just during/around the activity, or does it extend further into your week?  

Thinking of the four aspects of hauora, tell me about anything that has changed (positive or 

negative). What do you think has led to this change? 

Environmental stewardship/kaitiakitanga 

Have your feelings about the environment we surf in (beach and ocean) changed since we 

started the programme? What has led you to feel this way?  

Lifestyle-based strategies 

Your lifestyle has changed to include weekly beach and surfing sessions during this 

programme. Tell me about how this has made you feel.  

Further implementation 

Tell me if you feel an activity like this could be part of your lifestyle going forward. What has 

made you feel this way? 

 

For individual interviews after the completion of the programme, there was a focus on digging 

into excerpts from journal entries to further elaborate on key themes or points of interest. The 

participants were also informed of any key shifts in their survey data, and further detail on 

these shifts was extrapolated and expanded upon. 
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Appendix D: Hua Oranga Survey 

The Appendix contains the quantitative Hua Oranga survey.  

 

 

 

 

 10 June 2023  page  45  of  62 

 Hua Oranga 

 Tick the response in each category which best reflects the way you are feeling 

 Wairua – spiritual wellbeing  Tick 

 I feel that my spiritual health is  extremely good  at present 

 I feel that my spiritual health is  good  at present 

 I feel that my spiritual health is  just okay  at present 

 I feel that my spiritual health is  not good  at present 

 I feel that my spiritual health is  very bad  at present 

 Tinana – physical wellbeing 

 I feel that my physical health is  extremely good  at  present 

 I feel that my physical health is  good  at present 

 I feel that my physical health is  just okay  at present 

 I feel that my physical health is  not good  at present 

 I feel that my physical health is  very bad  at present 

 Hinengaro – mental wellbeing 

 I feel that my mental health is  extremely good  at  present 

 I feel that my mental health is  good  at present 

 I feel that my mental health is  just okay  at present 

 I feel that my mental health is  not good  at present 

 I feel that my mental health is  very bad  at present 

 Whānau – family and relationship wellbeing 

 I feel that my relationships with my whānau are  extremely  good  at present 

 I feel that my relationships with my whānau are  good  at present 

 I feel that my relationships with my whānau are  just  okay  at present 

 I feel that my relationships with my whānau are  not  good  at present 

 I feel that my relationships with my whānau are  very  bad  at present 

 20 Nov_Ethics Application Erin Porteous Nov..docx  This version was last edited in March 2020 
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Appendix E: MHC-SF Survey 

The Appendix contains the quantitative Mental Health Continuum- Short Form (MHC-SF) 

survey 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 Mental Health Continuum Short Form 
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Appendix F: Learn to Surf Progressions 

 

The Appendix contains the learn to surf progressions that were followed by the student 

facilitators. 
 

Adapted from The House Of Surf : The Ul6mate Guide (Clifford, 2022)) 

PART ONE: SKILLS AND SAFETY  

STEP 1: POOL SKILLS 

Participants will start in the school swimming pool and progress through a series of skills to 

prepare for their surfing sessions. The following skills will be progressed through in one 

session: 

200m (6 lengths) swim in any stroke, so the researcher and senior students’ facilitators are 

aware of the general water sense of the participants. 

Share the signals that will be used when in the ocean. This will include signals for Assistance 

required, go Left and Right, Turn Around and Return To Shore.  

Learning to paddle a surfboard in a fixed water context 

STEP 2: SELECTING A BEGINNER SURFBOARD 

For both safety and to make learning easier, the participants will use soft top surfboards. 

These are owned by the school. When you are just starting out, participants must be riding 

the right type of surfboard. A surfboard that's going to provide stability to help the learning 

process. 

Soft Top Surfboard: These types of boards are made of soft foam and won’t injure you if you 

get hit. 

Length: These surfboards are long (around 7-9ft), as this length makes it easier to catch 

waves, and is more stable once getting up to feet. They also have a lot of volume (100 litres 

+), which means they are buoyant. 

Soft Fins: Beginner surfboards should have soft, flexible fins. These fins will help to avoid 

injury if they hit the participants. 

STEP 3: LEG ROPE/LEASH 

A leash is a cord that attaches the participant to the surfboard to stop it from floating away if 

they fall off. The leash will be a minimum of 7ft long, thick and sturdy with a velcro strap.  

The leash gets attached nice and tight to the back foot, with the coil pointing backwards to 

avoid it tangling in their toes and causing participants to trip or fall. 

PART TWO: OCEAN AWARENESS AND SAFETY 

STEP 4: WAVE IDENTIFICATION 

As the participants are just starting out, it's important to identify a beginner-friendly surf 

break. 
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We will be looking for:  

Small, mellow, slow-moving waves: These types of waves are safe and playful, giving you 

plenty of time to get to your feet. 

Beach with no rocks: Find a nice flat beach without any rocks. Omanu Beach is a sandy 

beach with no rocks. 

Avoiding rips: Beginner-friendly surf spots will have fewer, slower-moving rip currents. 

Participants will be taught to identify rips and currents at the beach we will regularly be 

visiting. 

 
 

STEP 5: CHOOSING THE RIGHT CONDITIONS 

The landscape in surfing always changes, so choosing the right conditions is important. 

Participants will be taught the best conditions in which to learn. Here’s what to look for when 

picking the best surf conditions. 

 

SIZE 1-2ft 

WIND Light Offshore 

WAVE TYPE Whitewater 

WAVE POWER Weak & Gentle 

PART THREE: HITTING THE SURF 

After participants have gained safety skills and knowledge of surf conditions and equipment, 

the surfing sessions will begin at the beach. 

STEP 6: NAVIGATING THROUGH THE WAVES 

Getting from the shore out to the surf will require pushing through/over waves. As a beginner, 

two main techniques will be taught. 

NOSE FIRST TECHNIQUE 

Hold the nose of the board by your side and lift the nose of your board over the waves as 

they come, allowing the whitewater to roll underneath. 

TAIL PUSH TECHNIQUE 

Position yourself at the back of the surfboard and as a wave approaches apply pressure to 

the tail of the surfboard (lifting the nose of the board up), once again allowing the whitewater 

to flow underneath. 
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PRO TIP: NEVER push through, or over a wave with your surfboard in front of your body. 

The waves' energy will pick the board up and smash it into you. This hurts! 

STEP 7: WHEN TO CATCH WAVES 

Ok, now comes the fun stuff - actually catching waves.  

But when should you start paddling? 

 
You’ll want to begin paddling when the wave is about 3m away from you. 

This’ll give you enough time to build up momentum and allow your surfboard to get picked up 

by the power of the broken wave. 

STEP 8: SELECTING THE RIGHT WAVES 

As beginners, participants will be focusing entirely on whitewater waves (whitewater waves 

are waves that have already broken). Whitewater waves are easier to catch and easier to 

successfully get to your feet. 

Participants will be taught to look for uniform, slow-moving whitewater waves to begin with. A 

progression on to green/unbroken waves once the basics are covered will be encouraged, 

moving on to green waves. 

STEP 9: POSITIONING ON THE BOARD 

Positioning on your surfboard is super important. Too far forward and you’ll nosedive. Too far 

back and there’s so much resistance that you won’t move anywhere. 

The spot to be in is what’s known as the 'sweet spot' - not too far forward, and not too far 

back. 
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In this position, your surfboard should be flat - planing over the top of the water as you 

paddle. 

STEP 10: PADDLING 

There are two key concepts to pay close attention to when paddling: 

MAXIMISE PROPULSION 

Big, deep, long paddles. 

Arched back and high elbows for maximum drive. 

Power over speed: Big, powerful paddles are better than lots of weak paddles. 

Glide: Rather than being like a motorboat, you instead want to be like an Olympic rowing 

boat. Glide beats brute power. 

MINIMISE RESISTANCE 

Keep your legs together and on your board. 

Body aligned down the centre of your board. 

Weight in the sweet spot. 

STEP 11: POPPING UP 

There are many different approaches to popping to your feet, with different techniques 

suitable to different stages of progression. The following will be taught to all participants. 

BREAKING DOWN THE POP-UP 

Come onto your board as we did when we were practising the prone technique. 

Begin paddling. Remember, once the wave has collected you, you still need to paddle an 

extra three strokes just to be sure. 



 201 

Once you feel the wave has collected you, place your hands near the pectorals (chicken 

wing position). 

From here, bring your back leg forward and cork your leg towards your body (lizard toe) - if 

you're doing this right, your back leg will be placed on top of the fins.  

Have your hips opened and slightly ajar. 

Look forward to the whole process.  

From this position, in one continuous movement, lift your body up whilst you press on your 

hands and your back leg. 

Your back leg will lock into place first at a 90-degree angle, as you simultaneously swing your 

front foot through your hands and place it on the deck of the board at a 45-degree angle.  

From here, place both hands on either side of the body and continue to look forward. Bend 

your knees and ride the wave.  

STEP 12: STANCE 

This is the way that you stand on a board. 

You’ll be either a Goofy footer (right foot forward), or a Regular/Natural footer (left foot 

forward). 
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Once you’ve deciphered your stance, you’ll need to get your feet in the right positions too: 

 
 

 
Feet a bit wider than   

shoulder width apart. 

Back foot: 90° 

Front foot: 45° 

PART FOUR: RIDING THE WAVE 

STEP 13: LOOK WHERE YOU’RE GOING 

For safety considerations participants will be taught to look around themselves during their 

surfing sessions. The tip will be to keep your eyes looking where you want to go, rather than 

down at your feet. 

Doing this helps to centre weight over your board and improves balance. 

STEP 14: THE DISMOUNT 

If the water is really shallow, jumping off can be a little dangerous as the surface beneath is 

uneven, and can cause a rolled ankle or worse.  

Participants will be taught these alternatives to jumping off: 



 203 

THE STALL: Shift your feet and your weight to the back of the board to stall the board and 

slow it down. Once the wave has passed you by, it’s now safe to dismount. 

THE SIT DOWN: Stall the board once again as above, and this time go from a standing 

position to a sitting position on the board. From here you are then safe to dismount. 

THE STARFISH: Rather than jumping off your surfboard trying to land on your feet, instead 

dismount whereby you’re trying to penetrate the water as little as possible. This is done by 

trying to land flat on your back. *Advanced surfers will use this technique on shallow reef 

breaks. 

STEP 15: RINSE AND REPEAT (keep practicing) 

Once the techniques have been taught, participants will progress at their own pace to surfing 

along a wave.  
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Appendix G: Glossary of Māori terms 

 

The Appendix contains a glossary of Māori terms used throughout the thesis. 

 

Māori term Translation 

Aotearoa Māori name for New Zealand 

Awa river, stream, creek, canal, gully, gorge, groove, furrow. 

Hauora be fit, well, healthy, vigorous, in good spirits. 

Hinengaro mind, thought, intellect, consciousness, awareness. 

Iwi extended kinship group, tribe, nation, people, nationality, race - often 

refers to a large group of people descended from a common 

ancestor and associated with a distinct territory. 

Kaupapa topic, policy, matter for discussion, plan, purpose, scheme, proposal, 

agenda, subject, programme, theme, issue, initiative 

Kaitiaki trustee, minder, guard, custodian, guardian, caregiver, keeper, 

steward. 

Kaitiakitanga guardianship, stewardship, trusteeship, trustee 

Kupu Word, vocabular, saying, talk, message, statement, utterance, lyric 

Kura school, education, learning. 

Maunga mountain, mount, peak. 

Mokopuna grandchildren, grandchild - child or grandchild of a son, daughter, 

nephew, niece, etc. 

Māori to be Māori, apply in a Māori way. 

Mātauranga knowledge, wisdom, understanding, skill - sometimes used in the 

plural. 

Moana sea, ocean, large lake 

Pākehā English, foreign, European, exotic - introduced from or originating in 
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a foreign country. 

Rangatahi younger generation, youth. 

Roto lake. 

Tamariki children  

Taha part, portion, section. 

Taiao World, Earth, natural world, environment, nature, country 

Te Whare Tapa Whā Māori model of wellbeing 

Te āo Māori Māori worldview 

Te Reo Māori Māori language 

Tikanga correct procedure, custom, habit, lore, method, manner, rule, way, 

code, meaning, plan, practice, convention, protocol - the customary 

system of values and practices that have developed over time and 

are deeply embedded in the social context. 

Tinana physical  

Tīpuna ancestors, grandparents - plural form of tipuna and the eastern 

dialect variation of tūpuna. 

Tuakana-Teina refers to the relationship between an older person (tuakana) and a 

younger person (teina). The meaning is older sibling, younger 

sibling – where siblings learn from each other.  

Wairua spirit, soul - spirit of a person which exists beyond death. It is the 

non-physical spirit, distinct from the body and the mauri. 

Whakapapa genealogy, genealogical table, lineage, descent - 

reciting whakapapa was, and is, an important skill and reflected the 

importance of genealogies in Māori society in terms of leadership, 

land and fishing rights, kinship and status. 

Whānaungatanga relationship, kinship, sense of family connection - a relationship 

through shared experiences and working together which provides 

people with a sense of belonging. 
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Whā four, 4 

Whānau extended family, family group, a familiar term of address to a number 

of people - the primary economic unit of traditional Māori society. In 

the modern context the term is sometimes used to include friends 

who may not have any kinship ties to other members. 

Wahine/Wāhine female gender/women, females, ladies (plural) 

Whenua land - often used in the plural. 

 

Translations are from The Māori Dictionary https://maoridictionary.co.nz 

 

 

 

 

 

 


