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Abstract
The Australian Outdoor Health (OH) sector provides diverse practices that support 
an interconnected human and ecological approach to health and wellbeing. There is 
an urgent need for the OH sector to develop a comprehensive ethical practice frame-
work, to enable professional recognition and other initiatives to progress. This would 
bring the sector in line with similar health and wellbeing occupations including social 
work, psychology, and counselling that have established professional recognition. 
A key feature of professional recognition is the acceptance of a Code of Ethics or 
Ethical Framework to guide practice and enhance standing in the field. This scop-
ing review of the literature is undertaken to aid in developing an OH ethical prac-
tice framework. Findings suggest the framework should incorporate two overarching 
themes of beneficence and nonmaleficence, and contain six guiding principles: diver-
sity, equity, advocacy, justice, accountability, and competence. We discuss these find-
ings, situate them within broader OH community and health sector discourses, and 
make recommendations for establishing an Australian ethical practice framework to 
assist the move towards professional recognition and drive ethical OH practice.

Keywords Nature · Risk · Diversity · Equity · Beneficence · Competence

Introduction and background

In Australia, Outdoor Health (OH) is a recent umbrella term adopted and promoted by the 
Australian Association for Bush Adventure Therapy (AABAT), with the aim of creating 
a ‘bigger tent’ to include a more diverse range of outdoor- and nature-based interventions 
(AABAT Inc, 2021a). Some of the practice approaches that can be found under the new 
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OH umbrella encompass, therapeutic horticulture (Marsh et al., 2018), equine-facilitated 
therapies, nature-based therapy (Harper et al., 2019), bush adventure therapy (Pryor et al., 
2005), forest therapy (Kotte et al., 2019), ecotherapy (King et al., 2022), and Aborigi-
nal on-Country programs (Atkinson, 2020; Prehn, 2021). Despite the diversity of prac-
tices, there is a unifying feature that links these therapeutic approaches: the incorporation 
of the outdoors and nature—in its many forms—into practice. In this paper, we define 
OH, in line with the newly established Australian OH representative body, as “nature-
based health interventions that intentionally activate human contact with nature to support 
human and environmental health, wellbeing, and healing” (AABAT Inc, 2021a).

The arrival of a collective, interconnected Australian OH sector has been preceded 
by more than three decades of research investigating the therapeutic benefits of various 
outdoor- and nature-based approaches for participants (Bowen & Neill, 2013; Carpenter, 
2008; Cianchi, 1991; Itin, 1998; Neill, 2003; Nicholls, 2008; Pryor, 2009). While academic 
scholarship in this sector has evolved mainly from a starting point that privileged male-
dominated, North American and Eurocentric histories of Outdoor and Adventure Therapy 
(Mitten, 2020), recent years have seen an exponential growth in research literature (Rod-
ríguez-Redondo et al., 2023). Internationally, there is increasing interest in and explora-
tion of the therapeutic benefits of nature connection to improve health and wellbeing and 
promote healthy communities (Andersen et al., 2021; Chen, 2019; Jones et al., 2021; Rob-
inson et al., 2020; Yessoufou et al., 2020). This scholarship reflects a growing recognition 
of the interdependency of rich, holistic relationships between place, culture, identity, and 
health (AABAT Inc,  2020, 2021b; Carpenter & Pryor, 2004). There has been increased 
integration of traditionally discrete areas of work and knowledges into health domains, 
including, for example, ecosystem services (Haase, 2021), environmental restoration (Nab-
han et al., 2020) and urban design (Lafrenz, 2022). Issues of gender and power (Mitten, 
1994, 2020), culture and decolonisation (Prehn & Ezzy, 2020), and coercion and abuse 
(Dobud, 2021) are part of the new foci of OH studies, as are explorations of the espoused 
positions of equity, diversity and inclusion (Gray et al., 2022) held by the OH community.

Recognising the increasing scholarly and practice interest in outdoor health 
interventions, we acknowledge that outdoor- and nature-based practices are not 
new. While the term OH is recent, the practices themselves are connected to cul-
tures and life-sustaining ways of being that are as old as the human species (Kim-
merer, 2020; Sveiby & Skuthorpe, 2006). Although some perspectives still focus 
largely on the Western domains of health and wellbeing and conceptualise OH as 
a recent phenomenon (Dobud, 2016; Gass et  al., 2020), others, including Abo-
riginal and Torres Strait Islander scholars are tending toward understanding it as 
tied to Indigenous cultures, world views and identities (Atkinson, 2020; Carpen-
ter & Pryor, 2004; Prehn, 2021; Pryor, 2006; Sveiby & Skuthorpe, 2006). These 
ancient origins of the practice have diverse contemporary expressions, incorpo-
rating new technologies and acknowledge the interdependence and intradepend-
ence of ecological systems (Ludy & Perry, 2010; Perry & Ablon, 2019; Porges, 
2011; Pretty et  al., 2017; van der Kolk, 2014). Collaborative OH trans-cultural 
and trans-disciplinary partnerships have enabled improved understandings of the 
range and impacts of culturally diverse human-nature relationships across time 
that orientate towards holistic health and sustainability (AABAT Inc, 2008, 2020; 
Carpenter & Pryor, 2004; Pryor & Carpenter, 2002).
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Nevertheless, taking people with specific health and wellbeing needs, and physical 
and mental health challenges, into outdoor settings to connect with nature involves a 
particular level of risk (Hooley, 2016; King et al., 2022). These are risks that indoor 
health services with more stable, predictable, and controllable environments do not 
incur. Risk, however, can be ameliorated through considered, ethical practice (Reese, 
2016). Risk also needs to be balanced against the multifarious health and wellbeing 
benefits not afforded by indoor settings (Chen, 2019; Jordan, 2015). Several studies, 
for example, have shown the outdoors delivers broad-ranging mental, emotional, 
physical, social, and ecological health benefits (Cooley et al., 2020; Frumkin et al., 
2017); improvements in physical, mental and spiritual health (Roberts et al., 2021); 
reduced health disparities (Rigolon et  al., 2021), and decreased loneliness and 
improved social connection (Leavell et  al., 2019). From Indigenous perspectives, 
enhanced physical and mental health benefits have been shown, as well as 
improvements in the sense of self and cultural identity (Prehn, 2021).

Evidence suggests that OH practices support work across many areas identified 
by the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (2019) in the Australian Burden 
of Disease Study. These include but are not limited to: youth and adult mental 
health treatment (Elsey et  al., 2016; Swinson et  al., 2019) and recovery (Howarth 
et al., 2018); Indigenous health services (Prehn & Ezzy, 2020; Ritchie et al., 2014); 
social isolation (Leavell et  al., 2019); trauma recovery (Avila & Holloway, 2011; 
Knowles et al., 2019, 2020; Rakar-Szabo et al., 2019); and chronic illness support 
(Banaka & Young, 1985; Buckley & Brough, 2017; Zhu et al., 2017). Overall, the 
variety of benefits to a range of population groups and across several areas suggests 
the OH sector is characterised by a malleability that promises the capacity to make 
meaningful contributions to the health sector. Inclusion within the health sector 
highlights the question of what constitutes safe and ethical practice. As the field of 
OH develops, the challenges associated with practising in outdoor environments 
will require ongoing close and critical consideration. For the OH sector to be 
recognised more broadly as a safe and effective standalone profession, it must ensure 
it adheres to a strong ethical practice framework that can cater to the diverse array of 
approaches used.

By way of comparison, the Australian Association of Social Workers has an 
established Code of Ethics (AASW, 2020), and the Australian Psychology Soci-
ety also have a recognised professional Code of Ethics (APS 2007). Although 
there is a set of ethical principles for the bush adventure therapy field (AABAT 
Inc, 2009) that have been used to assess program quality (Pryor et al., 2018), the 
OH sector lacks a shared comprehensive ethical practice framework.

This paper explores current published literature on ethical issues within and 
surrounding OH practices and considers how this can inform the development of 
an Ethical Practice Framework. We aim to answer the question:

What key ethical considerations are necessary to develop an Australian 
Outdoor Health Ethical Practice Framework?

This paper responds to calls from previous research about the lack of dia-
logue and research on ethics related to care in the OH sector. Previous research 
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exploring ethics within the field has focused on a narrower group of ‘outdoor 
therapies’ such as forest therapy, adventure therapy (Harper & Fernee, 2022) 
and ecotherapy (King et  al., 2022) or addressed specific ethical issues such as 
involuntary service user participation (Dobud, 2021) or gender and power rela-
tions (Mitten, 1994, 2020). This paper extends this scholarship through an inves-
tigation of ethical issues found in a broader range of OH approaches and identi-
fies several key ethical themes that are common within the literature.

Ethics is a subfield of philosophy focused on the moral principles that govern 
a person’s behaviour or the conducting of an activity. Ethics can be traced back to 
Ancient Greece, and the Greek word ēthikos, meaning ‘the moral art’ or ‘character’ 
closely related to another Greek word, ēthos meaning ‘custom’ (Partridge, 1990). 
Within the field of ethics, there are several applied areas, such as bioethics (Harris 
et al., 2023), and one that holds particular relevance for OH is environmental ethics. 
Unlike narrower fields of ethics such as bioethics, environmental ethics provides a 
useful broad ecological lens through which we can view OH practice. Des Jardins 
(1997), in his work on environmental ethics, encourages us to critically reflect on our 
held worldviews, particularly concerning our view of the interrelationship between 
people and place. As the field of OH is deeply intertwined with the natural environ-
ment, health and sustainability, Des Jardins’ (1997) approach is particularly relevant.

In this paper we extend this idea further to engage in critical reflection about 
views concerning the relationship between people, culture, place, and planet. 
Through critical engagement with environmental and ecological ethics alongside 
human and health ethics, an ethical practice framework for the OH sector can main-
tain focus on what provides this field of practice with its unique identity: the human-
nature connection.

Methodology and method

Guided by the understanding that social research is by nature subjective, researchers 
should state their social positioning and standpoint (Walter, 2019). We acknowledge 
that we four authors are academics with a keen sense of the holistic benefits that nature 
connection can provide. As a result, we are all committed to progressing the OH sec-
tor. Three authors of this paper identify as white Anglo-Australians, and one as Worimi 
(Australian Aboriginal). Our social and cultural positionings have shaped the review 
process from conceptualisation and analysis through to findings and dissemination 
(Walter 2019).

Method

Scoping reviews allow opportunities for a rich exploration of published research 
across diverse topics (Bell et al., 2018). This paper uses a scoping review method 
to explore ethical issues in the Australian OH sector to progress the development 
of an Ethical Practice Framework and to enhance practice. This method allows for 
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mapping a range of ethical issues and their relevance to the OH sector. The data is 
collected using the Arksey and O’Malley (2005) five-step process:

i) identifying the review question/s;
ii) identifying relevant studies;
iii) study selection;
iv) charting, collating, summarising; and
v) reporting the findings.

Search strategy

Using an abridged form of the recommended JBI process (Peters et al., 2020), our 
search strategy commenced with preliminary explorative searches on PubMed and 
Scopus to establish appropriate search terms. The complete scoping review was con-
ducted over 10 months in 2022–2023 and used Scopus, PubMed, and Informit, One 
SCOPUS search is provided as an example here (Fig. 1).

TITLE & ABSTRACT 

"Outdoor health" OR "Outdoor healthcare" OR "Outdoor counselling" OR "Outdoor counseling" OR 

"Adventure based counselling" OR "Adventure based counseling" OR "Adventure therapy" OR "Bush 

adventure therapy" OR "Care farming" OR "Community gardening" OR "ecological restoration" OR 

"environmental conservation" OR ecopsychology OR ecotherapy OR "Environmental psychology" OR 

"Equine assisted therapy" OR "Experiential learning" OR "Farmers markets" OR "Forest experience" OR 

"Forest medicine" OR "Green care" OR "Guided walking" OR "Horticultural therapy" OR "Indigenous 

healing" OR "Nature-based mindfulness" OR "Nature prescribing" OR "Nature-assisted therapy" OR 

"Nature-based community development" OR "Nature-based expressive arts therapy" OR "Nature-based 

therapy" OR "Outdoor adventure interventions" OR "Outdoor behavioral healthcare" OR "Outdoor 

therapy" OR "School gardening" OR "Forest therapy" OR "Shinrin yoku" OR "Therapeutic camping" OR 

"Therapeutic horticulture" OR "Virtual nature interventions" OR "Virtual reality nature in health care" OR 

"Walk and talk coaching" OR "Wilderness adventure therapy" OR "Wilderness experience programs" OR 

"Wilderness therapy"  

AND 

TITLE & ABSTRACT 

ethic OR ethics OR ethical  

AND LIMIT TO PUBLICATION YEAR  

2016 – 2023 

The following criteria were used in Scopus but not Informit or PubMed 

AND 

LIMIT TO SUBJECT AREA  

"SOCI" OR "MEDI" OR "PSYC" OR "EART" OR "HEAL" OR "NEUR" 

AND 

LIMIT TO SOURCE TYPE  

 "j" OR "p" 

Fig. 1  Search string
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Inclusion criteria Exclusion criteria

Research discussing the phenomena of 

practice related 'ethical issues': ethics, values, 

principles, morals.

Research not explicitly discussing practice 

related ethical issues e.g., only discusses 

research outcomes.

Available in English Not available in English

Research includes one or more Outdoor Health 

approaches/modalities

Is not directly related to or does not discuss 

health approaches, modalities, or topics.

Any study type other than those excluded Study protocols

Fig. 2  Screening Criteria
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Studies identified via database search 

Scopus (n=118) Informit (n=50) 

PubMed (n=7 6) Total (n=244)

Removal of duplicates and irrelevant 

material

Duplicates (n=62) Unrelated subject 

matter (n=135)

Studies screened by title and abstract

(n=47) 

Studies excluded that did not include 

either outdoor health approach or 

ethical discussion.

(n=14)

S
cr

ee
n

in
g

Full text studies assessed for eligibility

(n=33)

Full text studies excluded that did not 

explicitly discuss ethical practice 

related issues, questions, or topics.

(n=9)

In
cl

u
d

ed Included studies

(n=24)

Fig. 3  PRISMA Chart

Eligibility and inclusion criteria

The table above (Fig. 2) details the inclusion and exclusion criteria. To further refine 
our criteria, we define ‘ethics’ as the systematic consideration of moral principles, or 
the application of a system of moral principles that are relevant to a given definable 
context (Macquarie Dictionary, 2021).

Prisma chart

The following PRISMA chart (Fig. 3) depicts the process of finding relevant studies 
and deciding which to include.
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Data extraction and analysis

Studies that met inclusion criteria were transferred to Nvivo Version 12 for data 
extraction and subsequent coding. Categories for data extraction included: author, 
year, location, study type, purpose, OH modality/ies, ethical issues, and study 
limitations. In total, 24 studies met the inclusion criteria [Appendix Table 1].

The included studies were initially coded by the primary author, who 
identified the dominant "meaning units" in the papers. Other authors then 
reviewed these. Overarching themes, themes, and subthemes were initially 
generated inductively from the analysis and synthesis of the codes and then 
revised through a reflexive and iterative process of discussion, review, and 
reflection by all authors (Braun & Clarke, 2019). This process of thematic 
analysis discussions generated the patterns of ethical issues within the papers 
and were also informed by the existing Codes of Ethics for three Australian 
allied health professions with similar therapeutic aims (AASW, 2020; APS Ltd, 
2018; PACFA, 2017).

Findings

The findings from the 24 studies indicated 55 ethical topics, and the analysis 
generated two overarching themes and six sub-themes [Appendix Table 2]. The 
two overarching themes were beneficence and nonmaleficence, and the six sub-
themes are diversity, equity, advocacy, justice, accountability, and competence. 
These themes speak directly to the research question: What are key ethical 
considerations for developing an Australian OH Ethical Practice Framework?

Beneficence & nonmaleficence: doing good and avoiding harm

Beneficence and nonmaleficence were the dominant themes across the included 
studies. Ethical topics, issues or principles were expressed in terms of having 
potential to either do good (beneficence) and/or avoid harm (nonmaleficence), 
and the relationships between the two concepts. For example, King et al. (2022) 
describe how counselling in nature often leads to more egalitarian relationships 
with reduced power imbalances that tend to occur in four walls. At the same 
time, they note how this context places greater responsibility on practitioners 
to adhere to principles of informed consent and to negotiate with participants 
about the limitations to autonomy and choice necessary for this context (King 
et  al., 2022). Hooley (2016) describes the paired ideas of beneficence and 
nonmaleficence as a continual anchor point for all therapeutic activity that invites 
extra consideration in OH contexts. King et al. (2022) speak of beneficence and 
nonmaleficence as two key principles, alongside others, that govern bio-medical 
ethics—a lens through which they address issues related to OH practice.
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Advocacy

There was a strong call from various authors for the need to increase awareness 
of the benefits of OH practices within health and related sectors (Drost, 2019; 
King & McIntyre, 2018; Lokugamage et al., 2020; Sacco, 2021). This advocacy 
theme was present in ten of the 24 scoping review studies, across diverse cross 
sections of the community including benefits for early life (Benz et al., 2022) to 
older people (Taranrød et  al., 2021). Moriggi et  al. (2020) suggested advocacy 
for developing alliances and relationships across all levels of society, informed 
by the ecological and holistic health concepts common within OH practices, was 
important. Four studies discussed a potential agenda for OH practices which 
was to contribute to an ‘ecological consciousness’ that would, in various ways, 
address the global issue of planetary health (Benz et  al., 2022; N. J. Harper & 
Fernee, 2022; Lokugamage et al., 2020; Plesa, 2019). For some, this also included 
promoting consideration of how various OH practices can directly contribute to 
climate action (Benz et al., 2022; Hall, 2019; Moriggi et al., 2020; Stålhammar & 
Thorén, 2019).

Equity

Aspects of equity were present across 13 of the 24 studies that met scoping 
review criteria. Within these the most significant equity issues discussed were 
access to nature (Drost, 2019; Hall, 2019; King et  al., 2022; Moriggi et  al., 
2020; Reese, 2018), access to diverse culturally appropriate health practices 
(Drost, 2019; Ljubicic et al., 2021; Lokugamage et al., 2020; Tujague & Ryan, 
2021) and, accessibility of OH services to people of all abilities (Hooley, 2016; 
Jeffery & Wilson, 2017; King et al., 2022; Reese, 2018). Accessing funding in 
various forms was discussed as a major barrier to the provision of OH services 
(Drost, 2019; King et  al., 2022; Ljubicic et  al., 2021; J. W. Long et  al., 2020; 
Pearce, 2018; Reese, 2018). The disparity in access between rural and urban 
settings (Hooley, 2016; Ljubicic et al., 2021; Moriggi et al., 2020), and the time 
available to provide OH services (Bradford, 2019; Reese, 2018) were also raised.

Accountability

Accountability was discussed from a range of different angles. These included mech-
anisms for ‘accountable practice’ such as: obtaining appropriate training for the type 
of OH practice being offered (Hooley, 2016; King et al., 2022); ensuring practice is 
based on the best available evidence (Hooley, 2016; King et al., 2022); measuring 
outcomes of practice and gathering participant feedback (Harper & Fernee, 2022; 
Hooley, 2016; Moriggi et al., 2020); maintaining adequate insurances (King et al., 
2022); and, ensuring good record keeping (Hooley, 2016; King et al., 2022). Several 
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papers contained suggestions for maintaining ongoing accountability, such as ensur-
ing practitioners undertake regular supervision, engaging in communities of practice 
(Haber & Deaton, 2019; Hooley, 2016; King et al., 2022), and practitioners attend-
ing to their areas of privilege (Benz et  al., 2022; King et  al., 2022; Lokugamage 
et al., 2020; Plesa, 2019; Sacco, 2021; Tujague & Ryan, 2021). Accountability for 
the ongoing sustainability of practice was raised as both an individual and a sys-
temic issue that the OH sector will need to consider (Drost, 2019; Harper & Fernee, 
2022; King et al., 2022; Ljubicic et al., 2021; J. W. Long et al., 2020; Moriggi et al., 
2020). Some authors also tied accountability to greater environmental sustainability 
and planetary health obligations (Benz et al., 2022; Hall, 2019; Lokugamage et al., 
2020; Pearce, 2018; Plesa, 2019).

Justice

Issues of justice were evident in 17 of the 24 studies and include the related 
principles of rights, dignity, respect, and care for people, place and planet. Power 
relations were discussed in some papers (Bradford, 2019; Drost, 2019; Haber & 
Deaton, 2019; King & McIntyre, 2018; Lokugamage et al., 2020) alongside practice 
related issues of transparency, informed consent, coercion, confidentiality, and 
participant autonomy which are significant areas of discussion due to the nuanced 
contextual, cultural, and political landscape of OH practices (Bradford, 2019; 
Haber & Deaton, 2019; Hall, 2019; Harper & Fernee, 2022; Hooley, 2016; King 
& McIntyre, 2018; King et  al., 2022; Reese, 2018; Stea et  al., 2022; Taranrød 
et  al., 2021). The potential impact of conflicting values between practitioners and 
participants was thought to be more prevalent in the OH context due to often strong 
pro-environmental values held by practitioners (Bradford, 2019; King & McIntyre, 
2018; King et  al., 2022; Lokugamage et  al., 2020; Moriggi et  al., 2020; Pearce, 
2018; Reese, 2018).

Some authors stepped back from the immediacy of practice to consider social, 
cultural, and ecologic factors of relevance. Significantly, the ongoing injustices of 
colonisation and the potential for cultural appropriation in OH practices were spelled 
out (Lokugamage et al., 2020; Tujague & Ryan, 2021). Some authors called for an 
orientation toward cultural humility and the adoption of a decolonising attitude 
alongside meaningful recognition of Indigenous histories, living culture and healing 
practices (Drost, 2019; Hall, 2019; Harper & Fernee, 2022; King et  al., 2022; 
Ljubicic et  al., 2021; Lokugamage et  al., 2020; J. W. Long et  al., 2020; Moriggi 
et al., 2020; Pearce, 2018; Tujague & Ryan, 2021).

Diversity

In this paper, diversity refers to the variety of practices, practice frameworks, 
and health disciplines that comprise the OH sector and impact ethical framework 
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development considerations. For example, Moriggi et al. (2020) describe how green 
care practices cross disciplinary lines (including health and wellbeing, social inclu-
sion, education, personal development, etc.) to meet specific needs. King and McI-
ntyre (2018) share the value of diversity, indicating that practitioners can bring a 
range of structures, theoretical orientations and ways of incorporating nature into 
their practice that match participant needs. For some, the inclusion of culturally 
diverse and appropriate practices was important (Drost, 2019; King et al., 2022; Lju-
bicic et  al., 2021; Lokugamage et al., 2020; Tujague & Ryan, 2021), and for oth-
ers, it was tailoring services to meet particular participant needs (Harper & Fernee, 
2022; Hooley, 2016; Lokugamage et al., 2020; Moriggi et al., 2020).

More than 20 different OH approaches were named. These included a range of 
psychotherapeutic techniques such as: environmental psychology (Benz et  al., 2022), 
ecopsychology (Plesa, 2019), nature-based counselling & EcoWellness (Reese, 2018), 
psychotherapy outdoors (Hooley, 2016), and ecotherapy (King & McIntyre, 2018; King 
et al., 2022). Further, a range of outdoor therapies were represented: adventure therapy, 
bush adventure therapy, forest therapy, surf therapy, nature-therapy, wilderness therapy, 
friluftsterapi (therapy in the open air), outdoor family therapy, and more (Harper & 
Fernee, 2022; Jeffery & Wilson, 2017; Stea et al., 2022). Indigenous healing practices 
featured strongly (Drost, 2019; Lokugamage et al., 2020; Tujague & Ryan, 2021), along-
side cultural land-based practices (Ljubicic et al., 2021; Tujague & Ryan, 2021). Other 
practices that involve attending to the land include: ecological/ecosystem restoration 
(M. J. Long, 1993; Moriggi et al., 2020; Pearce, 2018; Stålhammar & Thorén, 2019), 
care farming (Taranrød et al., 2021), and green care practices (rewilding, ecotourism, 
therapeutic horticulture, and more) (Moriggi et al., 2020; Stålhammar & Thorén, 2019). 
Additional approaches found in the scoping reviewing included: animal assisted therapy 
(Galardi et  al., 2021); experiential learning (Bradford, 2019; Haber & Deaton, 2019; 
Kolb & Kolb, 2018), and outdoor occupational therapy. Overall, the diversity of practice 
present within OH may form one of the sectors most significant defining features.

Competence

The theme of competence refers to the complex and diverse skills and knowledge 
required for effective OH practice, as well as the various training pathways that prac-
titioners may take (Benz et  al., 2022; Drost, 2019; Hooley, 2016; Jeffery & Wilson, 
2017; King & McIntyre, 2018; King et al., 2022; Lokugamage et al., 2020). Compe-
tence-related ethical issues included values, attitudes, knowledges, and skills. Values and 
attitudes toward practice included such things as an orientation towards social, cultural, 
and ecological justice (Plesa, 2019), ecological orientation to practice (Benz et al., 2022; 
Galardi et al., 2021; Hall, 2019; Harper & Fernee, 2022; King et al., 2022; Lokugamage 
et  al., 2020; Pearce, 2018; Plesa, 2019; Reese, 2018), valuing diversity and inclusion 
(King & McIntyre, 2018), intentionality (Hooley, 2016; Jeffery & Wilson, 2017; King 
& McIntyre, 2018; King et al., 2022; Pearce, 2018; Reese, 2018), heart (Moriggi et al., 
2020; Pearce, 2018), and humility (Lokugamage et al., 2020; Tujague & Ryan, 2021).

There was a range of areas of knowledge and theory that were emphasised. These 
included theoretical knowledge of trauma-informed practices (Haber & Deaton, 2019; King 
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et al., 2022; Lokugamage et al., 2020; Sacco, 2021; Tujague & Ryan, 2021), attachment 
theory (Benz et al., 2022; Pearce, 2018; Reese, 2018; Stålhammar & Thorén, 2019), and 
experiential learning theories (Haber & Deaton, 2019; Kolb & Kolb, 2018). There were sev-
eral contextual bodies of knowledge raised, such as knowledge of experiential and outdoor 
activities (Drost, 2019; King & McIntyre, 2018; King et al., 2022; Kolb & Kolb, 2018; Lju-
bicic et al., 2021; Moriggi et al., 2020; Pearce, 2018; Stålhammar & Thorén, 2019), environ-
mental knowledge and skills, and knowledge about Indigenous history, living culture, and 
healing practices (Drost, 2019; Hall, 2019; Harper & Fernee, 2022; King et al., 2022; Lju-
bicic et al., 2021; J. W. Long et al., 2020; Moriggi et al., 2020; Pearce, 2018).

Three groups of ethical issues relating to practitioner skills were articulated. The 
first was related to planning—assessing need (Hooley, 2016; King & McIntyre, 2018; 
King et  al., 2022; Reese, 2018), long-term planning (Ljubicic et  al., 2021; Moriggi 
et al., 2020; Stea et al., 2022; Tujague & Ryan, 2021), co-design, and tailoring services 
to individual, group and community needs (Harper & Fernee, 2022; Hooley, 2016; 
Lokugamage et al., 2020; Moriggi et al., 2020). The second was related to being adap-
tive to different relational contexts—working with individuals or working with groups 
(Bradford, 2019; Haber & Deaton, 2019; Jeffery & Wilson, 2017), managing dynamic 
boundaries (Harper & Fernee, 2022; King et al., 2022; Reese, 2018), managing dual 
relationships (Bradford, 2019; Haber & Deaton, 2019; King et al., 2022; Moriggi et al., 
2020), and managing the complex interplay between individual, group, culture, activity, 
and environment (Bradford, 2019; Haber & Deaton, 2019; Hooley, 2016; Lokugamage 
et al., 2020; Pearce, 2018). Finally, the need to engage in rigorous reflective practice 
and supervision was raised as a method of contributing to practitioner competence, 
especially because of the diverse practice contexts that may be encountered across OH 
(Bradford, 2019; King et al., 2022; Moriggi et al., 2020; Reese, 2018).

Discussion

The scoping review findings highlight many important elements required for an 
Australian Outdoor Health ethical practice framework. In addition, two key under-
standings emerge: first that along with theoretical and practical knowledge, OH 
practitioners need to adopt an ongoing commitment towards ethical endeavour 
within their practice, particularly when working with vulnerable and marginalised 
people. This includes but is not limited to critical engagement with their own value-
based positions and increasing attention to the relationship between human health 
and ecological sustainability. Second, that practitioners should be able to identify 
and understand factors that enable and inhibit ethical practice and apply this across 
different systemic scales. Below, we explore each of these ideas further.

Ethical endeavour within practice

The ethical principles of beneficence and non-maleficence form the bedrock of many 
contemporary health ethics codes, yet despite the espoused importance of these prin-
ciples and the skills and knowledge held by many practitioners, various harms occur 
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in the outdoors (Leemon & Schimelpfenig, 2003; McLean et al., 2022; Russell & 
Harper, 2006; Wells & Warden, 2018). The amelioration of harms in OH practice 
involves not only the development of practice skills and theoretical knowledge but 
also development of understanding and awareness of ethics. Ethical endeavour is 
something people engage in every day, as we deliberate about choices we make for 
ourselves and those around us in our personal and professional lives. Ethical endeav-
our also requires us to assess our personal and professional values alongside the 
issues we encounter in practice. Nevertheless, Bennet (2015) observes and is con-
cerned that ethics and ethical endeavour are often seen as sitting outside the ordinary 
day-to-day encounters of life in contemporary Western culture. It follows that an 
ethical practice framework for OH must guide practitioners towards practice skills, 
theoretical knowledge and also the adoption of a commitment towards ‘every-day’ 
ethical deliberation. Particularly ethical deliberation concerning better understand-
ing the effects of personal and professional values on practice, and critical reflexive 
engagement with practice issues.

Consideration of how people working in helping professions identify, carry and 
express their values in practice is debated fervently. This review highlighted the 
importance of several broad value positions that appear to be taken up by many 
authors. Ecological sustainability and pro-environmental attitudes (Benz et  al., 
2022; Galardi et al., 2021; Hall, 2019; Harper & Fernee, 2022; King et al., 2022; 
Lokugamage et  al., 2020; Pearce, 2018; Plesa, 2019; Reese, 2018); culturally 
diverse and appropriate health practices (Drost, 2019; King et  al., 2022; Ljubicic 
et  al., 2021; Lokugamage et  al., 2020; Tujague & Ryan, 2021); and, the value of 
program co-design and tailoring services to particular individual and group needs 
(Harper & Fernee, 2022; Hooley, 2016; Lokugamage et  al., 2020; Moriggi et  al., 
2020). In some instances, these values have led to tension or values conflicts (Brad-
ford, 2019; King & McIntyre, 2018; King et  al., 2022; Lokugamage et  al., 2020; 
Moriggi et al., 2020; Pearce, 2018; Reese, 2018). In relation to pro-environmental 
values, some authors invite caution against letting personal values obscure partici-
pant needs (King & McIntyre, 2018). Others suggest this is not so much a problem, 
because pro-environmental values generally align with ethical practice, health and 
wellbeing outcomes, and environmental health outcomes (Reese, 2018). Regard-
less, any OH ethical practice framework should support practitioners to identify and 
debate the impact of their personal and professional values to the point where they 
can come to an ethical practice position. This process is consistent with a shift in the 
helping professions over recent decades that sees practitioners increasingly explicate 
value positions and highlight the role of politics and social action within their work 
(Reynolds, 2013; Siegenthaler & Boss, 1998; Spade, 2010).

Holding a commitment towards critical reflexive deliberation within practice is 
aligned with many of the ethical principles identified in this review, such as: humil-
ity (Lokugamage et al., 2020; Tujague & Ryan, 2021), dignity (Harper & Fernee, 
2022), and co-creation/co-design (Harper & Fernee, 2022; Hooley, 2016; Lokuga-
mage et al., 2020; Moriggi et al., 2020). It is also supportive of better understand-
ing social privilege (Benz et al., 2022; King et al., 2022; Lokugamage et al., 2020; 
Plesa, 2019; Sacco, 2021; Tujague & Ryan, 2021), continued effort towards decolo-
nising practices (Drost, 2019; King et al., 2022; Ljubicic et al., 2021; Lokugamage 
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et al., 2020; Tujague & Ryan, 2021), and better understanding how power operates 
(Bradford, 2019; Drost, 2019; Haber & Deaton, 2019; King & McIntyre, 2018; 
Lokugamage et al., 2020). The range of ethical issues related to the OH sector in 
part also reflect broader systemic and societal issues. For example, gender, culture 
and power inequities (Mitten, 1994, 2020), coercive and abusive practices (Dobud, 
2021), and the hegemony of white, hyper-masculinized cisgender men (Gray et al., 
2022). These broader issues will not be solved via normative ethical positions found 
in typical bio-medical ethics frameworks, nor will they be resolved through asser-
tion of individualistic rights. Rather, they require a commitment to ongoing, inten-
tional, skilled, critical reflexive deliberation that allows for tentative, revisable deci-
sion making, grounded in close attention to the subjective, contextual, and relational 
realities of the people involved.

A question for future consideration is: how can an Australian Outdoor Health 
Ethical Practice Framework best cultivate and encourage ongoing critical reflexive 
deliberation that is necessary for safe and ethical practice?

Ethics across systems

While considering ethics at the coalface of practice is essential (Hooley, 2016; King 
et al., 2022), so too is the need to address ethics across entire systems of operation. 
As Hall (2019) highlights, contemplating various systemic layers at which OH oper-
ates is necessary for ethical outcomes in practice. Plesa (2019) discusses broader 
ethical issues of climate change and the need to take up an ecological lens within the 
psychology profession, and in their work on decolonising the health sector, Lokuga-
mage et al., (2020) demonstrate how this endeavour involves action at individual and 
organisational levels. The need for addressing ethical issues across systemic scales 
is further highlighted by McLean (2022) who points to the multi-systemic failures 
in decision making that have lead to harms occurring in outdoor practices. As such, 
an OH Ethical Practice Framework will need to guide individuals, organisations, or 
entities toward identifying relevant systems and developing systemic understandings 
of ethical issues encountered in practice. Considering the location of ethical issues 
across systems invites practitioners to take responsibility for understanding the rela-
tionship between the problems they see people facing and the contexts in which 
these issues exist. This type of consideration is not new; for example, systemically 
oriented therapies (Denborough, 2001; Hedges, 2005; White, 2007), feminist theory 
(hooks, 2014) and intersectional theory (Joy, 2019) invite reflection on the relation-
ship between difficulties people face and the various structural factors that may be 
shaping them. However, in health and therapeutic professions that predominantly 
use the bio-medical model (Peel et al., 2021), systematic considerations can be over-
looked and not given appropriate consideration.

In the construction of an OH ethical framework, an understanding of relevant 
ecological theories will support multi-systemic thinking (Benz et al., 2022; Harper 
& Fernee, 2022; Lokugamage et al., 2020; Plesa, 2019). For example, Bronfenbren-
ner’s (1979) Ecological Systems Theory provides a readily accessible construct for 
mapping issues at a micro, meso, and macro level. Latour’s Actor Network Theory 



 Journal of Outdoor and Environmental Education

1 3

(2005) supports understanding systemic influences of power and agency on ethical 
practice. Further exploration of the utility and applicability of these theories will 
benefit the structure of any OH ethical practice framework.

A second question for future consideration is: how can an Australian Outdoor Health 
Ethical Practice Framework enable individuals, organisations, or entities to identify, 
understand and respond to societal and systemic ethical issues encountered in practice?

Limitations

This paper has several limitations. First, the scoping review did not include grey lit-
erature, principally due to time constraints. Second, the scoping review was limited 
to literature published in English, excluding studies outside the English-speaking 
world. The authors acknowledge that this privileges certain knowledges that are gen-
erated primarily in the Western world, while marginalising some of those, particu-
larly from the ‘global south’. Third, the OH field is remarkably diverse, and some 
approaches to health and wellbeing, while relevant, were not conducted outdoors 
and were not included in this study. Future exploration of ethical issues in OH prac-
tice could build upon this study by including studies published in languages other 
than English and consider the inclusion of grey literature.

Conclusion

Establishing an Outdoor Health ethical practice framework is key to addressing ethi-
cal concerns, and to moving towards greater professional recognition for the sector. 
The findings of this review highlight that ethical issues are of great interest to the 
OH sector. To our knowledge this review is the first to look at the variety of issues 
present in a broad range of OH practices. Building from work already done, the find-
ings identify the gamut of ethical issues found in the literature and provide a starting 
point from which to develop an OH ethical framework for future practice.

Our review demonstrates that an Australian OH ethical practice framework needs to 
invite practitioners and organisations to consider their work in relation to the overarch-
ing principles of beneficence and nonmaleficence, not just at the intersection of practice, 
but also with regard to the relationship between practice and the social and ecological 
systems they reside within. We recommend that an Australian OH ethical practice frame-
work should lead practitioners, organisations, and the sector in an ongoing critical consid-
eration of guiding principles such as advocacy, equity, accountability, justice, diversity, 
and competence. An Australian OH ethical practice framework should consider an appro-
priate level of theoretical training and experience required by pre-service practitioners to 
avoid unintentionally harm to already vulnerable and marginalised participants. It will 
need to be flexible enough to cater for the diversity of practices that exist within the sec-
tor, and accessible enough to enable practitioners and organisations to engage with ethical 
dimensions of practice as a routine part of daily work. Crucially, it will also need to ensure 
that OH practices are effective, safe, and secure, and that practitioners are competent and 
accountable.
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