
SURF THERAPY
A guide for Referral Partners  

“The Wave Project provides therapeutic 
intervention in the least clinical way possible.”

Dr Alex George, UK Government advisor on young people’s mental health 



WHAT IS SURF THERAPY?

Surf therapy is an evidence-based intervention, developed by The 
Wave Project to help young people improve confidence, resilience and 
emotional regulation.

We use rigorous evaluation methods, independent audit and peer review 
to ensure our surf therapy courses deliver measurable benefits to the 
wellbeing of young people. 

Surf Therapy is now an internationally- recognized form of therapy which 
is supported by the UK Government, the NHS and the Chief Medical 
Officer.

These benefits include: 
•	 Improved confidence
•	 Better communication skills
•	 Higher levels of self-esteem 
•	 Improved resilience 
•	 Greater social trust 
•	 Enhanced sense of belonging 
•	 Calmer behaviour 

In 2019, surf 
therapy was 

offered on 
prescription for 
the first time in 

the UK. 

“By conducting a programme evaluation that 
adheres to professionally accepted standards of 
practice (Dalton & Wolfe, 2012) The Wave Project  
has empirically demonstrated a sustained, 
positive impact of surfing on vulnerable young 
people’s wellbeing over time. The ongoing 
evaluation recognises that the Wave Project is a 
reliable intervention with good, robust outcomes, 
consistency of delivery across locations and 
sustainable impact.”

Global Journal of Community Psychology Practice (March 2020) 



• Working at 
    child’s own pace
 
• Learning to surf

• Having fun

• Learn to overcome  
   challenges

• Trying again

• Not giving up

• Improved 
    confidence

• Increased resilience 

• More determination

• Emotionally stronger
    children 

• More engagement with     
    their community

• Better quality                                          
    engagement with services

Culture of 
support and 
acceptance

• Fail-safe
   environment

• Children are 
    accepted for who  
    they are

• Always praised for
    what  they do 

• Sense of belonging

• Social acceptance

• Connectedness

• Better comunication 
    skills
      
• New friendships

• Improved 
    self-esteem 

• Less isolated children

• Stronger families

• Improved relationships  
    with  peers and adults 

Exploring the sea 
and the outdoor 

environment

• Freedom to explore

• Learning from the 
    natural environment

• Guided discovery 

• Overcoming anxiety

• Sensory environment

• Space to think and be
    calm

• Calmer children

• Improved perceptions
    of the world
 
• Less scared and   
    anxious

• Better engament with
    school

• Happier schools

• Better lives and future 
    prospects

OUR THEORY OF CHANGE

To improve wellbeing of young people through surfing, the sea and a 
culture of acceptance

The fun  of 
surfingOUR APPROACH 

WHAT HAPPENS 
DURING OUR 

PROJECTS 

WHAT IT MEANS 

OUR MISSION

OUR OUTCOMES

WIDER IMPACT 

WAVE PROJECT 
THEORY OF CHANGE

OUR GUARANTEE

•	 All our work is delivered by qualified staff and trained volunteers who have been 
recruited and trained by The Wave Project 

•	 Each young person is given an individual risk assessment and a personal 1:1 mentor 
who is suitable for their needs

•	 Every young person referred to The Wave Project is treated with dignity and respect



“Surfing is relatively unstructured, exploratory and 
playful rather than achievement oriented. Having fun 
is fundamental to the well-being of children as is having 

engaging things to do” 

UNICEF, 2011



WHO CAN BENEFIT FROM A SURF 
THERAPY COURSE?

TYPICAL SURF THERAPY STUDENTS ARE: 

•	 Aged 8-18* 
•	 Anxious – easily overwhelmed
•	 Underconfident – don’t believe in themselves 
•	 Lacking resilience – give up easily or avoid problems 
•	 Known to services 
•	 Not reaching their full potential. 

A TYPICAL SURF THERAPY COURSE

We work in small groups of 10-14 young people, each of whom has their own 
personal ‘surf mentor’. Courses last for 6 weeks, and each week, participants 
learn to surf with their mentor.

The combination of surfing, being outside and in the sea, and a culture of 
support from the team, helps each young person achieve personal goals.

Each young person works at their own pace, so every student’s journey is 
slightly different. But due to the supportive, non-competitive environment 
we create, they each achieve a sense of success.

* Some courses available for young adults 18-24 in certain locations.

Professionals can refer to a Wave Project course at any time. We will 
allocate each referral to the next available course, and keep parents 
and referral partners updated throughout the process.



SURF THERAPY COURSE STRUCTURE

WEEK 1 
Welcome to the beach

Our group meets up and gets to know 
their mentors and each other. Everyone is 
welcome and accepted for who they are. 

WEEK 2 
Toe in the water 

We get comfortable with the sensory 
experience of the sea and the waves. 
Students start to realise, “I can do this”. 

WEEK 3 
Go with the flow 

Getting into the zone, clients become more 
confident with their surfing, the water – and 
themselves.

WEEK 4 
It’s OK to be OK

Our surfers have now started bonding as 
a group. They feel ready to take on the 
challenges the sea presents them with. 



WEEK 5 
I’ve found my tribe    
Having overcome wind, waves and wipeouts, 
the surfers now realise they can meet any 
challenge head on – with a little help from 
their friends.

WEEK 6 
Share the stoke!

Making friends, sharing experiences and 
being comfortable with yourself – these are 
the main takeaways from our surf therapy 
course. We aim for students to leave feeling 

ready for the next challenge in their life. 

“Members of a cohesive group feel warmth and comfort in the group 
and a sense of belongingness; they value the group and feel in turn 
that they are valued, accepted, and supported by other members.” 

Dr Irvin Yalom

“The Wave Project provides a demonstrable and cost-effective way to deliver 
mental health care, mentoring and social integration of young people.”

Community Practitioner, 2015



The table below shows group mean scores from pre and post wellbeing 
surveys, Wave Project surf therapy cohort 2021. (n=811)

Surveys used validated psychological wellbeing scales (Stirling / Rosenburg), 
positively worded across a 5-point scale.

Source: Wave Project evaluation data 2021

Positive 
Functioning

Group mean 
scores out of 5

Self Esteem Responsibility Calm Social Trust Condifence Resilience Happiness Learning

IMPACT

‘He had the biggest smile whilst attending 
the wave project! This is something that 
will stick with me as he has been through 
such challenging times over the last 3 
years and I had began to forget what his 
smile even looked like.”

Parent 
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YOUR SURF THERAPY TEAM 

Every surf therapy project has a minimum support level of 1:1 support for 
each participant, with a Project Coordinator overseeing the programme.

PROJECT COORDINATOR 

These are Wave Project staff 
who undertake all the risk 
assessments for the young 
people and supervise the 
training of volunteers. They 
work very closely with the Lead 
Surf Coach and are your main 

point of contact.

SURF MENTORS

 Work 1:1 with the young people, 
supporting them with their 
surfing; listening, encouraging 
and having fun! All our surf 
mentors are emotionally 
available, safeguarding trained 
and have satisfactory police 

checks completed

SECOND LIFEGUARD

We always have at least 2 
qualified lifeguards at every 
session. The Second Lifeguard 
supports the Lead Surf Coach 
in supervising the session safely 
and supervises the group in the 

event of a rescue.

VOLUNTEER DRIVERS

Our network of Volunteer 
Drivers enable young people to 
get to sessions – free of charge.

SESSION LEAD

Deputises for the Project 
Coordinator at sessions. They 
take responsibility for safety 
outside the water, safeguarding, 
registration and making sure 
students arrive and leave safely.

LEAD SURF COACH

A qualified surf coach and 
lifeguard, they take the lead on 
water safety and deal with any 

emergency situations.



MAKING A REFERRAL

“The Wave Project builds on the Blue Gym concept, 
taking it further through encouraging involvement 
in surfing that lead to health and wellbeing benefits.
Furthermore, it demonstrates that this kind of approach 

is both feasible and effective.”

Professor Michael DePledge CBE, University of Exeter Medical School, 
Founder of the Blue Gym (September 2015)

STEP 1
Register as a Referral Partner.
•	 Download our partnership 

agreement from our website
•	 Sign it and send it to our HQ.

STEP 3 
Use the link to access our secure 
referral portal. Fill in all the boxes.

STEP 5
We will contact the client’s parent 
or legal guardian when a place 
becomes available. If they do not 
start the course, we will issue a full 
refund.

STEP 2
We will email you a secure link for 
referrals. Please share this with 
your team. 

STEP 4
We will send you an invoice for your 
referral partner contribuion.



PRICING STRUCTURE

The full cost of our surf therapy courses is £1000, but thanks to support 
from our funders  and donors we are able to offer a ‘pay what you can’ pricing 
structure to our referral partners. The options below are a guide to help you 
make a decision about the right price for your organisation: 

•	 £150 per course - 85% discount on the full price. Appropriate for 
smaller organisations.

•	 £300 per course - 70% discount on the full price.

•	 £500 per course - 50% discount on the full price.

•	 £1000 per course - This covers the full cost of the course, which means 
our funding can go further to support more children and young people.

Referral partners will be required to choose one of these options along with 
a Purchase Order number on referral. If a child does not attend a course, or 
the referral is cancelled more than 2 weeks before the course starts, there is 
nothing to pay. 



Head office: 6 Fore Street, Newquay, Cornwall, TR7 1LN
01637 820830

info@waveproject.co.uk
Registered charity England and Wales 1163421, and Scotland SCO46500

www.waveproject.co.uk


