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In this white paper, we provide an overview of the di�culties that can arise during the 
transition into Adulthood and what options are available if you or a loved one needs help 
with this transition. We focus on helping young adults through a variety of struggles, 
including, but not limited to depression, substance abuse, trauma, anxiety, family conflict, 
gaming addictions, mood disorders, and low motivation. 

This white paper is written for young adults, parents, or anyone else needing advice on 
helping themselves or a loved one achieve independence while working through the 
transition between adolescence and adulthood.

THE TRANSITION TO ADULTHOOD IS HARD: IT’S OKAY TO 
ASK FOR HELP

The transition from adolescence into adulthood is hard enough; however, when young 
adults are facing issues such as depression, anxiety, family conflict, or substance abuse, it 
is very easy to get lost in the transition. Young adults often have big life decisions to make, 
and, as such, the pressure may cause an increase in inner turmoil. 

More and more, young adults who are facing tough emotional issues are finding 
themselves stranded on the road to adulthood. The first steps in helping your loved one 
achieve independence are recognizing that he or she needs help and recognizing the 
di�erences between empowering and enabling.

Each young adult’s journey toward independence is di�erent; while some will make the 
journey on their own, others may need a helping hand, some guidance, and even a gentle 
nudge. There are several treatment options available for young adults who need help 
finding their way.

1. Signs You (or Your Loved One) Needs Help Achieving Independence
2. The Di�erence Between Empowering and Enabling
3. For Parents: Helping Your Loved One Achieve Independence
4. For Young Adults: How to Achieve Independence
5. What is Wilderness Adventure Therapy? Why is Exposure to a Novel Environment Key in  
    Achieving Independence?
6.  What to Look for in an E�ective Treatment Program

https://www.purelifeadventure.com/blog/enabling-adult-children-enabling-behavior/
https://www.purelifeadventure.com/blog/how-to-support-your-son-or-daughter-through-substance-abuse-treatment/
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SIGNS YOU (OR YOUR LOVED ONE) NEEDS HELP ACHIEVING 
INDEPENDENCE

The transition into adulthood is not an easy one, especially for young adults who face 
challenges such as depression, anxiety, family conflict, or trauma issues. While it is normal 
to face hurdles on the road to independence, sometimes young adults can get stranded on 
this road.

The phenomenon of young adults who are not on track or making progress on the road to
independence is often referred to as “failure to launch.” While this term is not an 
accurate diagnostic category, the signs and symptoms are very real. The following are 
signs that a young adult’s challenges may be interfering with his or her ability to achieve 
independence:

 • Di�culty waking up on time for engagements (i.e. school, work, appointments)
 • Procrastination
 • Low tolerance for handling stress
 • Hesitance in taking responsibility
 • Problems holding down a steady job
 • No or unclear purpose in life
 • Poor academic performance (if enrolled in school)
 • Inability to manage money
 • Social isolation/di�culties in social settings
 • Lack of energy/motivation
 • Excessive video game/electronic/internet use
 • Inability to live independently, either financially or due to a lack of life skills
 • Lack of basic adult skills (cooking, cleaning, laundry, etc.)
 • Di�culties completing major projects

If you suspect that you, your child, or a loved one is having trouble with the transition to 
adulthood, it is vital to seek help before the problem(s) escalate. Recognizing a problem 
and getting help is the first step to getting back on the path to adulthood, and the road to 
independence.

https://www.purelifeadventure.com/blog/9-signs-of-depression-in-young-adults/
https://www.purelifeadventure.com/blog/failure-to-launch-rules-for-adults-living-with-parents/
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FOR PARENTS: THE DIFFERENCE BETWEEN EMPOWERING 
AND ENABLING

There is almost nothing a parent wouldn’t do to help their child. There is a point, however, 
when helping and empowering one’s adult child can cross the border into enabling. While 
it is typically associated with family members who have substance abuse problems, 
enabling behaviors are not limited to these parents.

Parents or guardians who are continuously bailing their children out (financially or 
otherwise) are not helping to empower their adult children, and may actually be hindering 
their transition to adulthood.

Enabling can be any behavior that aids your loved one in continuing to remain stagnant 
in her or her life. For example, allowing one’s child who is not making progress (i.e. not 
enrolled in school, working, or actively seeking employment or higher education) to sit at 
home and play video games all day is a form of enabling. 

Wanting to help your adult child financially or emotionally is normal; however, it is 
important to make sure that the steps you are taking to provide assistance are going to 
help in the long run. For example, o�ering to help your child financially or emotionally 
while he or she is enrolled in school or an internship can actually be empowering to him or 
her. If you are unsure of whether you are helping or enabling your adult child, ask yourself:

 • Do I feel manipulated?
 • Was this my idea or his/hers?
 • Am I o�ering help because I think it will benefit my child in the long run? Or is this  
    something I am being guilted into?
 • Is this helping my child make progress in the future?
 • Is this something my child feels entitled to?
 • Am I sacrificing too much to provide for my child or to meet his/her needs?
 • Am I feeling overburdened or used?

I Think I Have Been Enabling My Adult Child. What Do I Do?

If you have considered the questions above, and recognize that you have been enabling 
your adult son or daughter, you are not alone; however, in order to ensure that your child 
gets back on track to adulthood, it is important to stop your enabling behavior(s). This does 
not mean completely casting your son or daughter o�, or kicking your child out to live on 

https://www.purelifeadventure.com/blog/enabling-adult-children-enabling-behavior/
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the streets. It does mean setting rules, boundaries, and limitations. It also means doing 
whatever you can to help your son or daughter become an independent, self-su�cient 
young adult.

 1. Set Limits and Establish Boundaries
    It is important to establish boundaries and set limits for your adult child while   
    remaining calm and assertive as you approach him or her about the subject.

    • Setting Financial Boundaries: Explain you will not be indiscriminately providing  
      spending money, and that any money provided will be earned.

    • Setting Household Boundaries: Remember, your house, your rules. This may involve  
      setting rules for responsibilities such as laundry, buying groceries, cooking,  
      cleaning, etc. This may also involve restricting access to television, the internet,  
      or video games until a desired task or chore is completed (i.e. helping out with  
      housework or applying for a job/school).

    • Setting Rules for Autonomy: While many young adults are used to being on their  
      own schedules, parents still deserve common courtesy. If your child is living at  
      home, it is perfectly acceptable to ask for a courtesy text if he or she will miss  
      dinner. While it is fine for him or her to keep their own schedule, coming home  
      late and waking up those who have to work in the morning is not fair.
 
 2. Stick to Your Established Boundaries
     No means no. Period. Also remember, it is okay to say “I changed my mind.”

 3. Allow for Failure
    Failure is a healthy and important part of identity development. It is okay to be  
    there to help pick up the pieces if your son or daughter falls; however, if you don’t  
    allow them to stumble, it will be more di�cult for them to learn on their own.

 4. You Can’t Give a Person Self-Esteem
     Self-esteem is not something you can give to a person; they have to earn it by   
     struggling through di�cult things. Self-esteem is earned by trying, failing, trying  
     again, and succeeding. Winston Churchill said, “Success is the ability to go from  
     one failure to another with no loss of enthusiasm.”

https://www.purelifeadventure.com/blog/the-in-between-stage-of-identity-development/
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FOR PARENTS AND FAMILIES: HELPING YOUR LOVED ONE 
ACHIEVE INDEPENDENCE

It can be frustrating to stand there, watching your loved one spin his or her wheels without 
getting anywhere, especially if it is your child. However, there is a fine line between 
pushing too hard and not pushing your loved one hard enough.

Don’t be Overly Critical of Your Child/Loved One
This can be especially detrimental to the self-esteem of young adults. Everyone needs 
a cheerleader and let’s face it, someone putting you down is definitely not an e�ective 
motivator.

Allow Your Child to Plan His or Her Own Life
You likely know your child’s strengths and weaknesses better than anyone else, and 
therefore, have a great insight into what he or she would/should/could be good at. While it 
can be tempting to try and help your child plan his or her life, it could be harmful to his or 
her identity development. It is important to let your son or daughter plan things on their 
own, even if it is not your idea of what their life may look like.

Allow for Failure
If your child is trying, he or she will likely fail often. Failure is normal; in fact, it is an 
important part of developing one’s identity. While it can be tempting to stop your child 
as you see them begin to fail, just remember: it will be more helpful in the long run if you 
are there for support while he or she is picking up the pieces. Allowing someone to su�er 
natural consequences when they make mistakes can be very valuable in their developing 
years. In his book Choice Theory, William Glasser says, “Love them, but let them flounder 
when they are young when floundering doesn’t carry penalties it may later on.”

O�er Help Treating any Underlying Emotional/Mental Health Issues
Asking for help is hard. If you suspect your son or daughter has underlying emotional or 
mental health issues that are contributing to his or her lack of independence, o�er to 
help. Or, o�er to get help. What may simply look like a lack of motivation or drive from the 
outside could be due to a young adult’s inability to deal with anxiety, depression, trauma, 
or a family conflict.

If you and your child collectively decide that treatment is necessary, do your research 
before selecting a program. Helping your son or daughter transition into a successful, 
happy, well-balanced adult means making sure he or she has all of the tools necessary for 
independence.

https://www.purelifeadventure.com/blog/the-in-between-stage-of-identity-development/
https://www.purelifeadventure.com/blog/failure-to-launch-aspects-of-an-effective-treatment-program/
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FOR YOUNG ADULTS: HOW TO ACHIEVE INDEPENDENCE
If you need help achieving independence, it is better to be up-front and ask for help, rather 
than to continue making excuses.

Take Responsibility
The first step in achieving one’s independence is taking responsibility for yourself, your 
actions, and your future. Taking responsibility means leaving the excuses behind and 
taking life by the horns.

Make a Plan for Your Professional or Academic Career
The next step in achieving independence is making a plan of action. This involves setting 
goals, a timeline, and necessary action items, or steps, to achieve these goals within your 
allotted timeline. Whether you are planning your next steps for your education or your 
career, having a plan of action will help ensure that you are successful in achieving your 
goals. 

Make hard deadlines such as “I am going to apply for three jobs by Friday” or “I am going 
to take the GRE on October 15th; I will research and apply to five schools by December 
15th.” It is easy to put things o�; why put o� for tomorrow what you could accomplish 
today?

Work on Yourself
While taking responsibility for yourself and making a plan to succeed are vital steps to 
achieving independence, working on yourself is just as important. Developing a set routine 
that involves working on your physical health, social relationships, professional/academic 
career, and emotional well-being is just as vital to becoming an independent, self-su�cient 
young adult.

 • Physical Health: The first step to ensuring a healthy lifestyle is getting into a  
    healthy sleeping routine. A good night’s rest is vital to your physical health and  
    is the foundation of a healthy lifestyle. Another aspect of establishing a healthy  
    lifestyle is developing a healthy diet and exercise habits. More and more, research  
    shows that a healthy diet and an exercise routine are vital, not only for physical  
    health but emotional well-being.

 • Social Relationships: While it is easy to lose contact with friends after graduating  
    high school or college, establishing healthy peer relationships is vital in becoming  
    a healthy, independent, and well-balanced young adult. There are many ways to  

https://www.purelifeadventure.com/blog/for-young-adults-a-road-map-for-success/
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    make new friends and form new relationships with others. Joining a softball,  
    basketball, or ultimate frisbee league, volunteering, or joining a book club are all  
    great ways to make new friends with similar interests.

 • Emotional Well-Being: Really evaluate what is holding you back from achieving your  
   independence; is your lack of motivation or progress due to substance abuse,  
   anxiety, or depression? If you think there may be a mental health or emotional 
   issue standing in the way of your progress to become a healthy, well-balanced,  
   independent young adult, ask for help.

Be Proactive
Do things, be proactive, and explore. Attend job fairs, apply for internships, and take risks! 
Trying is half of the battle; even if you fail, you have gained valuable life experience. 
Remember, you don’t have to know it all just yet! Young adulthood is about exploring your 
passions and finding what you are good at and what excites you.

WHAT IS OUTDOOR ADVENTURE THERAPY?

Outdoor adventure therapy programs have become increasingly more popular and prevalent 
over the past few decades. The popularity that outdoor adventure therapy has gained is 
due to its ability to aid adolescents and young adults in overcoming mental health, social, 
and emotional issues. Research suggests that mere exposure to the outdoors has many 
benefits, including:

 • Improved clarity
 • A reduction in ADD/ADHD symptoms
 • Improved critical thinking and decision making
 • Enhanced problem-solving abilities
 • Better executive functioning

Some treatment programs incorporate an adventure therapy component into their 
wilderness therapy programs, leading to a more actively engaged client base. In addition to 
reaping the benefits of exposure to the outdoors, outdoor adventure therapy participants 
reap the benefits of adventure therapy, which includes:

 • An increased buy-in (especially among adolescents and young adults) to be more  
   actively engaged in therapy, due to the variety of appealing adventure activities
 • An opportunity to adapt and thrive in a variety of settings, activities, and  
   adventures; this ability to overcome helps to build self-esteem and develop one’s  

https://www.purelifeadventure.com/adventure-therapy/
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   identity
 • Learning healthy, physical activities that young adults can continue to participate  
    in, long after treatment ends; leads to a healthier, more active lifestyle in the long   
    run
 • Confronting challenges and an opportunity to overcome those challenges by  
    utilizing one’s own method of coping; also leads to further develop one’s identity

By building on each individual’s strengths, outdoor adventure therapy allows young 
adults to learn new, healthy coping strategies, behavioral and emotional regulation skills, 
leadership skills, and life skills. Field sta� and therapists help young adults develop a 
higher level of self-e�cacy by using their strengths to build a strong foundation for the 
future.
 

WHY EXPOSURE TO A NOVEL ENVIRONMENT CAN BE 
HELPFUL

Exposure to a novel environment, especially another culture, can be extremely helpful in 
aiding young adults to achieve their independence. Today, many young adults in America 
have grown up never having to worry about things like having clean drinking water, enough 
food to eat, or a roof over their heads.

They are more likely to be preoccupied with wearing the right brands of clothing or having 
the latest cell phones and tablets. Exposing a young adult to an environment or culture in 
which these concerns would seem trivial or meaningless is a great way to exemplify the 
fact that he or she may need to reassess their priorities. 

Some wilderness adventure therapy programs o�er an added component of cultural 
immersion, with a strong emphasis on community outreach and cultural homestays to 
capitalize on the benefits that exposure to a novel environment can provide. Here are some 
additional benefits that exposure to a novel environment or another culture can provide.

Help Deal with Entitlement Issues
When a young adult feels a sense of entitlement, this can be damaging to his or her work 
ethic and future independence. Exposing entitled young adults to an environment where 
everyone has to work very hard for everything they have is a great way to deal with this 
sense of entitlement. This is especially e�ective if young adults are also asked to lend a 
hand and pitch in with community outreach.

https://www.purelifeadventure.com/blog/the-benefits-of-cultural-immersion-for-young-adults-in-adventure-therapy/
https://www.purelifeadventure.com/blog/the-benefits-of-cultural-immersion-for-young-adults-in-adventure-therapy/
https://www.purelifeadventure.com/blog/third-world-countries-helps-young-adults-who-self-medicate/
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Gaining a New Perspective Through Community Outreach and Cultural Homestays
Aside from helping to deal with entitlement issues, engaging in community outreach 
activities helps young adults gain a new perspective on life. By helping with even the most 
basic tasks, such as harvesting food or helping with daily chores, young adults can explore 
and strengthen their own core values, while gaining a deeper appreciation for the simple 
life.

Working on Oneself by Helping Others
By focusing on helping others, young adults develop empathy and compassion. This fosters 
an appreciation and satisfaction with life that provides young adults with a greater sense 
of meaning in their own lives.

WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN AN EFFECTIVE, CREDIBLE 
TREATMENT PROGRAM

With the overwhelming variety of treatment programs out there, there are characteristics 
that make a wilderness adventure therapy program, a truly e�ective program. There are 
several characteristics and processes that a credible outdoor adventure therapy program 
should implement to ensurethat they are following best practices within the industry.

Formal Evaluation
A reputable outdoor adventure therapy program should evaluate young adults upon 
admission to craft an individualized plan of treatment. In addition, routine, formal 
evaluations should be conducted to ensure the e�ectiveness of the treatment path.

Expertise in Their Field
A credible treatment program should have expertise in its field of specialty. If you are 
considering treatment for yourself or a loved one, it is vital to find out whether the 
program specializes in working with young adults, and how they will help to facilitate the 
transition to adulthood. It is also important to find out whether the treatment program 
has experience dealing with your loved one’s particular area of challenge, whether it is low 
motivation, depression, anxiety, or a lack of social skills that are holding him or her back.

Specialized Training
At a reputable outdoor adventure therapy program, field guides should receive specialized 
training and certification in CPR and first aid, wilderness first aid, and first responder 

https://www.purelifeadventure.com/adventure-therapy/
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training. Field guides should also obtain additional certifications for the adventure 
activities they lead, such as technical ropes rescue, open water scuba diving certification, 
swift water rescue, and lifeguarding certification.

Individualized Treatment Plans
No two individuals are alike, and neither are the struggles they face; as such, a credible 
outdoor adventure therapy program should provide an individualized treatment plan 
for each young adult who comes through the program. The individualized plans should 
be based on each young adult’s personal issues, needs, and goals; progress should be 
monitored closely by therapists and field sta�.

Research-Based Clinical Model
While each young adult should receive an individualized treatment plan, a reputable 
outdoor adventure therapy program should have a clearly defined clinical model, based on 
best practices in the field of mental health.

CONCLUSION

Young adulthood is a pivotal time in one’s life; there are often important decisions to 
make, which can increase the pressure that young adults face. When young adults are 
facing challenges in their lives, such as trauma, family conflict, depression, anxiety, or 
substance abuse, it can be easy to get lost on the road to independence.

Young adults facing di�cult life challenges are finding themselves stuck in a rut. Each 
individual’s journey toward independence is di�erent; while some will make the journey 
on their own, others may need a helping hand, some guidance, and even a gentle nudge. 
Recognizing that your loved one needs help with the transition to adulthood is the first 
step to getting him or her back on the road to independence. 

Now that you’ve recognized your young adult child needs support on their journey, you 
can help them on their way by applying for an outdoor adventure therapy program like 
Pure Life Adventure. Not only is our program based in Costa Rica, where your child will 
have adventures, experience a new culture, and make new friends, but they will receive 
group and individual therapy backed by research and conducted by experts in the field of 
young adult development. This combination of therapy, fun, immersion, nature, and a novel 
environment can help your young adult flourish into a healthy, well-balanced adult.

https://www.purelifeadventure.com/blog/the-benefits-of-adventure-therapy-activities-for-young-adults/
https://www.purelifeadventure.com/blog/the-benefits-of-adventure-therapy-activities-for-young-adults/
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RESOURCES
 • What is Wilderness Therapy? (Keith C. Russell 2001)
 • Antecedents of Identity in a Structured Recreation Setting: A Qualitative Inquiry (Mat D.   
   Duerden,Stacy Taniguchi, and Mark Widmer
 • Adventures in Identity Development: The Impact of Adventure Recreation on Adolescent  
    Identity Development (Mat D. Duerden, Mark A. Widmer, Stacy T. Taniguchi, J. Kelly McCoy)

Additional Resources
For additional resources on helping your child, please visit our website’s resource section:
https://www.purelifeadventure.com/white-papers/ 

This white paper was sponsored by Pure Life Adventure, a research-based Outdoor Adventure 
Therapy program for young adults, located in the beautiful country of Costa Rica. Pure Life by 
Adventure o�ers safe, e�ective, and clinically-sophisticated treatment options for young adults. 
Trusting in adventure therapy is giving your child the opportunity for personal growth in a novel 
environment with expert clinical support. In order to provide help for your child, it is important to 
select a treatment program that is reputable, credible, and e�ective in young adults’ individual 
issues.

ABOUT PURE LIFE ADVENTURE

The professionals at Pure Life Adventure understand that the transition between adolescence 
and adulthood can be hard. Pure Life’s Outdoor Adventure Therapy program was uniquely crafted 
to provide a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity for young adults to develop a higher level of intrinsic 
motivation, coping skills, and core identity that increases their ability to thrive.

Pure Life Adventure helps all of these young adults by providing a strengths-focused, integrated 
therapeutic model with an emphasis on individual and group therapy; social skills and leadership 
training; life planning; and vocational development. Through cultural immersion, community 
service, and adventure-based activities, our students develop the skills and experiences necessary 
to get them through this transition so they can thrive and flourish on their own.

https://www.purelifeadventure.com/white-papers/
https://www.purelifeadventure.com/blog/the-benefits-of-adventure-therapy-activities-for-young-adults/
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