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Description/Scope 
 

This document addresses wilderness programs, including services such as adventure therapy or wilderness therapy, 

provided in an outdoor environment and proposed as a treatment option for a variety of medical conditions or 

behavioral health disorders. 

 

Please see the following related documents for additional information: 

 CG-BEH-15 Activity Therapy for Autism Spectrum Disorders and Rett Syndrome 

 REHAB.00003 Hippotherapy 

 

Position Statement 

 

Investigational and Not Medically Necessary: 

 

Wilderness programs are considered investigational and not medically necessary for all indications. 

 

Rationale 
 

Wilderness programs offer a variety of different treatments in the outdoor setting. Adventure therapy (also known 

as wilderness adventure therapy or wilderness therapy) is one treatment option, providing an active, experiential 

and challenging approach to psychotherapy. Other services include education (known as, learning by doing), 

recreation, life skills training, counseling, and unique outdoor activities (for example, rock climbing, paddle 

boarding, surfing, hiking, ropes course, and kayaking) that are proposed to have a therapeutic impact. Wilderness 

programs are proposed to treat a variety of different medical conditions or behavioral health disorders. Individuals 

participate in individual, group, family and community activities with the aim of developing skills, self-confidence, 

decision making strategies, and a sense of purpose when tackling difficult tasks. 

 

Wilderness programs are one of many strategies used in the treatment of medical conditions or mental health 

disorders. To date, wilderness programs have not been sufficiently studied to show effectiveness, safety, relevance, 

and/or reliability in peer-reviewed medical literature (Bowen, 2016; Chan, 2020; Cotton, 2013; Gelkopf, 2013; 

Schell, 2012; Shanahan, 2009; Zachor, 2017). Wilderness programs have not shown significant medical benefits for 

children, adolescents or adults with medical, including behavioral health, conditions. In addition, wilderness 

programs may have distinctive medical risks, including injuries such as strains, sprains, and trauma or infection of 

the skin and soft tissue (Wells, 2018). 

https://providers.healthybluela.com/la/pages/home.aspx
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Background/Overview 
 

Wilderness programs have been proposed to be beneficial treatment for a variety of medical conditions, including 

behavioral health conditions. These programs have also been described as useful educational services and have 

been provided for individuals receiving attention through the criminal justice system. The merits of wilderness 

programs as educational interventions or as services provided for individuals in the criminal justice setting are 

outside the scope of medical treatment. 

 

One particular condition that has received attention in the medical literature is traumatic brain injury (TBI). 

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2019), "a traumatic brain injury is caused by a bump, 

blow or jolt to the head or a penetrating head injury that disrupts the normal function of the brain." These injuries 

are principally the result of motor vehicle accidents, violence, sports injuries, and falls. Individuals who have 

suffered a TBI often experience residual impairments affecting motor control, communication skills, social 

behavior and cognition. These deficits may result in a variety of alterations in the individual, including but not 

limited to changes in memory, language, attention and concentration, visual processing, reasoning, and problem-

solving, as well as emotional and behavioral control. Psychosocial changes may include high levels of anxiety, 

depression and pervasive personal loss (for example, interpersonal relationships, social supports, employment, and 

leisure activity). Accordingly, TBI may have a profound effect on everyday functioning and independent living. 

The available medical literature does not show that wilderness program treatment of TBI is effective or safe. 

 

Behavioral health disorders have been a focus of medical literature on the use of wilderness programs. In 2017, the 

National Institute of Mental Health estimated that there were nearly 11.2 million adults in the United States (U.S.) 

(4%) 18 years of age or older with severe mental illness defined as a mental, behavioral, or emotional disorder 

(excluding developmental and substance abuse disorders). According to the Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention, approximately 9.4 million children (18%) aged 5-17 years in the U.S. have an emotional or behavioral 

difficulty reported by a parent to a health care provider or school staff. In June 2016, the American Psychiatric 

Association published an update to their Diagnostic and Statistical manual of Mental Disorders, Fifth edition 

(DSM-5). The update includes a definition for children/adolescents with serious emotional disturbances, defined as 

children or/adolescents from birth to 18 years of age who currently or at any time during the past year have had a 

diagnosable mental, behavioral, or emotional disorder of sufficient duration to meet diagnostic criteria specified. 

Psychiatric disorders can include a wide range of mental health diagnoses. The illnesses are described in current 

diagnosis sources (DSM-5, ICD-10-CM). The type of service needed reflects the gravity and acuity of symptoms. 

Determining the appropriate level and place of treatment is important for potential safety of the member as well as 

addressing the concerns of family members and society. 

 

Residential treatment takes place in a structured facility-based setting with regular supervision by a treating 

psychiatrist. The outdoor environment characteristic of wilderness programs is distinct from the residential setting. 

The wilderness program model includes community-based services with lodging options in the outdoors. 

Residential treatment is based on medically monitored treatment provided by a multidisciplinary team. Regular 

supervision by a psychiatrist is a critical aspect of residential care. Family involvement is characteristic of 
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residential services. Wilderness programs do not meet the definition of clinical residential treatment centers, 

therefore are not considered residential treatment (American Academy Child & Adolescent Psychiatry [AACAP], 

2010). 

 

Definitions  

 

Adventure therapy: Psychotherapeutic treatment that depends on an outdoor or especially physically taxing task to 

develop coping and life skills intended to improve the health, well-being and function of individuals with medical 

conditions or behavioral health disorders. As defined, synonymous with wilderness therapy. 

 

Residential treatment center: Twenty-four (24) hours per day specialized treatment involving at least one physician 

visit per week in a facility-based setting. 

 

Traumatic brain injury: Damage to the brain caused by a bump, blow or jolt to the head or a penetrating head injury 

that disrupts the normal function of the brain. Most instances of traumatic brain injury are the result of motor 

vehicle accidents, violence, sports injuries and falls. 

 

Wilderness program: A planned, systematic service approach that includes a variety of therapeutic services 

provided in the outdoor environment for individuals with medical conditions and behavioral health disorders. 

 

Coding 
 

The following codes for treatments and procedures applicable to this document are included below for informational purposes. 

Inclusion or exclusion of a procedure, diagnosis or device code(s) does not constitute or imply member coverage or provider 

reimbursement policy. Please refer to the member's contract benefits in effect at the time of service to determine coverage or 

non-coverage of these services as it applies to an individual member. 
 

When services are Investigational and Not Medically Necessary: 

When the code describes a procedure indicated in the Position Statement section as investigational and not 

medically necessary. 
 

HCPCS  

T2036 Therapeutic camping, overnight, waiver; each session 

T2037 Therapeutic camping, day, waiver; each session 

  

Revenue Code  

1006 Behavioral Health Accommodations; Outdoor/Wilderness 

  

ICD-10 Diagnosis  

 All diagnoses 

 



Medical Policy   MED.00122 

Wilderness Programs 
 

 

This Medical Policy provides assistance in understanding Healthy Blue’s standard Medicaid benefit plan. When evaluating coverage for a specific member 
benefit, reference to federal and state law, as well as contractual requirements may be necessary, since these may differ from our standard benefit plan. In the 

event of a conflict with standard plan benefits, federal, state and/or contractual requirements will govern. Before using this policy, please check all federal, 

state and/or contractual requirements applicable to the specific benefit plan coverage. Healthy Blue reserves the right to modify its Policies and Guidelines as 
necessary and in accordance with legal and contractual requirements. This Medical Policy is provided for informational purposes. It does not constitute 

medical advice. Healthy Blue may also use tools and criteria developed by third parties, to assist us in administering health benefits. Healthy Blue’s Policies 

and Guidelines are intended to be used in accordance with the independent professional medical judgment of a qualified health care provider and do not 
constitute the practice of medicine or medical advice.  

 

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, 
or otherwise, without permission from the health plan.  

 
© CPT Only – American Medical Association 

Page 4 of 5 

References 
 

Peer Reviewed Publications: 

1. Bowen DJ, Neill JT, Crisp SJ. Wilderness adventure therapy effects on the mental health of young participants. 

Eval Program Plann. 2016; 58:49-59. 

2. Chan YT, Lau HY, Chan WY, et al. Adventure therapy for child, adolescent, and young adult cancer patients: a 

systematic review. Support Care Cancer. 2020 Jul 27; [Epub ahead of print]. Available at: 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32720007/. Accessed on October 12, 2020. 

3. Cotton S. Outdoor adventure camps for people with mental illness. Australas Psychiatry. 2013; 21(4):352-358. 

4. Gelkopf M, Hasson-Ohayon I, Bikman M, Kravekz S. Nature adventure rehabilitation for combat-related 

posttraumatic chronic stress disorder: a randomized control trial. Psychiatry Res. 2013; 209(3):485-493. 

5. Mutz M, Muller J. Mental health benefits of outdoor adventures: results from two pilot studies. J Adolescence. 

2016; 49:105-114. 

6. Ragsdale KG, Cox RD, Finn P, et al. Effectiveness of short-term specialized inpatient treatment for war-related 

posttraumatic stress disorder: a role for adventure-based counseling and psychodrama. J Trauma Stress. 1996; 

9(2):269-283. 
7. Schell L, Cotton S, Luxmorre M. Outdoor adventure for young people with a mental illness. Early Interv Psych. 

2012; 6:407-414. 

8. Shanahan L, McAllister L, Curtin M. Wilderness adventure therapy and cognitive rehabilitation: Joining forces 

for youth with TBI. Brain Inj. 2009; 23(13-14):1054-1064. 

9. Wells FC, Warden CR. Medical incidents and evacuations on wilderness expeditions for the northwest Outward 

bound school. Wilderness Environ Med. 2018; 29(4):479-487. 

10. Zachor DA, Vardi S, Baron-Eitan S, et al. The effectiveness of an outdoor adventure programme for young 

children with autism spectrum disorder: a controlled study. Dev Med Child Neurol. 2017; 59(5):550-556. 
 

Government Agency, Medical Society, and Other Authoritative Publications: 
 

1. American Academy of Child & Adolescent Psychiatry. Practice Parameters for the assessment and treatment of 

children and adolescents with depressive disorders. 2007. Available at: 

https://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Resources_for_Primary_Care/Practice_Parameters_and_Resource_Ce

nters/Practice_Parameters.aspx. Accessed on October 12, 2020. 

2. American Academy Child & Adolescent Psychiatry. Principles of care for the treatment of children and 

adolescents with mental illnesses in residential treatment centers. 2010. Available at: 

https://www.aacap.org/App_Themes/AACAP/docs/clinical_practice_center/principles_of_care_for_children_in

_residential_treatment_centers.pdf. Accessed on October 12, 2020. 

3. American Psychiatric Association. Clinical Practice Guidelines. Available at: 

https://www.psychiatry.org/psychiatrists/practice/clinical-practice-guidelines. Accessed on October 12, 2020. 

4. American Psychiatric Association. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, 5th Edition. DSM-5. 

Arlington, VA. 2016. Available at: 

http://dsm.psychiatryonline.org/doi/book/10.1176/appi.books.9780890425596. Accessed on October 12, 2020. 

https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/32720007/
https://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Resources_for_Primary_Care/Practice_Parameters_and_Resource_Centers/Practice_Parameters.aspx
https://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Resources_for_Primary_Care/Practice_Parameters_and_Resource_Centers/Practice_Parameters.aspx
https://www.aacap.org/App_Themes/AACAP/docs/clinical_practice_center/principles_of_care_for_children_in_residential_treatment_centers.pdf
https://www.aacap.org/App_Themes/AACAP/docs/clinical_practice_center/principles_of_care_for_children_in_residential_treatment_centers.pdf
https://www.psychiatry.org/psychiatrists/practice/clinical-practice-guidelines
http://dsm.psychiatryonline.org/doi/book/10.1176/appi.books.9780890425596


Medical Policy   MED.00122 

Wilderness Programs 
 

 

This Medical Policy provides assistance in understanding Healthy Blue’s standard Medicaid benefit plan. When evaluating coverage for a specific member 
benefit, reference to federal and state law, as well as contractual requirements may be necessary, since these may differ from our standard benefit plan. In the 

event of a conflict with standard plan benefits, federal, state and/or contractual requirements will govern. Before using this policy, please check all federal, 

state and/or contractual requirements applicable to the specific benefit plan coverage. Healthy Blue reserves the right to modify its Policies and Guidelines as 
necessary and in accordance with legal and contractual requirements. This Medical Policy is provided for informational purposes. It does not constitute 

medical advice. Healthy Blue may also use tools and criteria developed by third parties, to assist us in administering health benefits. Healthy Blue’s Policies 

and Guidelines are intended to be used in accordance with the independent professional medical judgment of a qualified health care provider and do not 
constitute the practice of medicine or medical advice.  

 

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, 
or otherwise, without permission from the health plan.  

 
© CPT Only – American Medical Association 

Page 5 of 5 

5. Anthony W, Farkas M. A Primer on the Psychiatric Rehabilitation Process. Boston University Center of 

Psychiatric Rehabilitation. 2009. Available at: https://cpr.bu.edu/app/uploads/2013/12/prprimer.pdf. Accessed 

on October 12, 2020. 

 

Websites for Additional Information 

 

1. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. National health statistics reports. November 2009. Available at: 

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nhsr/nhsr019.pdf. Accessed on October 12, 2020. 

2. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Traumatic brain injury & concussion. Reviewed August 28, 2020. 

Available at: https://www.cdc.gov/TraumaticBrainInjury/. Accessed on October 12, 2020. 

3. National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH). Child and adolescent mental health. Revised May 2019. Available 

at: https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/child-and-adolescent-mental-health/index.shtml. Accessed on 

October 12, 2020. 

4. National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH). Serious mental illness (SMI) Among U.S. Adults. Updated 

February 2019. Available at: http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/prevalence/serious-mental-illness-smi-

among-us-adults.shtml. Accessed on October 12, 2020. 

 

Index 
 

Adventure therapy 

Outdoor behavioral therapy 

Wilderness adventure therapy 

Wilderness programs 

Wilderness therapy 

 

Document History 
 

Status Date Action 

Reviewed 11/05/2020 Medical Policy & Technology Assessment Committee (MPTAC) review. 

Updated Description, Rationale, Background/Overview, Definitions, and 

References sections. 

Reviewed 11/07/2019 MPTAC review. Updated Background/Overview, References, and Websites 

sections. 

Reviewed 01/24/2019 MPTAC review. Updated Rationale, References, and Websites sections. 

Reviewed 02/23/2018 Behavioral Health Subcommittee review. 

Reviewed 01/25/2018 MPTAC review. The document header wording updated from “Current 

Effective Date” to “Publish Date.” Updated Description, Background, 

References, Websites, and Index sections. 

New 05/04/2017 MPTAC review. 

New 03/24/2017 Behavioral Health Subcommittee review. Initial document development. 
 

https://cpr.bu.edu/app/uploads/2013/12/prprimer.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nhsr/nhsr019.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/TraumaticBrainInjury/
https://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/topics/child-and-adolescent-mental-health/index.shtml
http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/prevalence/serious-mental-illness-smi-among-us-adults.shtml
http://www.nimh.nih.gov/health/statistics/prevalence/serious-mental-illness-smi-among-us-adults.shtml

