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UNLOCKING NEW WAVES OF WELL-BEING:
Integrating Surf Therapy into the Future
of Wave Pool Operations

Introduction
Surf therapy has long demonstrated the power of the ocean to heal. Yet, until recently, its reach was limited by geography, safety, and the unpredict-

able nature of waves. The rise of modern wave-pool technology now offers a way to deliver these same mental and physical benefits year-round in
consistent, controlled environments.

Wave pools are not just transforming recreational surfing; they are creating new pathways for health, therapy, and inclusion. This overview outlines a
strategic opportunity for surf parks and wave pools to integrate surf therapy programs, unlocking new mission-driven revenue streams, strengthening
community ties, and advancing well-being for people of all abilities.
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The Paradigm Shift:
From Ocean Swell to Controlled Well-Being

Surf therapy has evolved from a niche wellness activity into a recognized therapeutic intervention
backed by growing research. The International Surf Therapy Organization (ISTO) defines surf therapy
as the use of surfing as a vehicle to promote psychological, physical, and social well-being across
diverse populations.

Research has shown measurable reductions in PTSD, anxiety, and depression for veterans, youth,
and individuals recovering from trauma or injury. Surf therapy sits at the intersection of physical
activity, ecotherapy, and mental health care, bridging the gap between recreation and rehabilitation.

Within this framework, two key disciplines emerge:
- Community Psychology: Building resilience and connection
within a supportive peer group.
Lifestyle Psychiatry: Encouraging sustainable lifestyle
changes that promote long-term mental health.

The ocean remains a powerful partner in healing, but its variability can limit program consistency
and research validation. The wave pool advantage lies in its ability to deliver repeatable, safe, and
measurable conditions on demand.
This control is not a limitation but a catalyst for innovation, enabling:
Tailored wave settings aligned to therapeutic goals and abilities.
Accessible environments for adaptive surfers, with precise entry and exit management.
Standardized instruction and safety protocols to ensure fidelity across sessions.
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The Business Case:
Revenue, PR, and Community Impact

Integrating surf therapy is both a socially meaningful and commercially smart
strategy. Wave pool operators can achieve measurable community impact
while strengthening brand reputation and diversifying income streams.

Diversified and Sustainable Revenue Models

Direct Program Revenue: Offer surf therapy sessions as
fee-for-service programs funded through private pay, insurance
reimbursement, or institutional partnerships with hospitals, VA
systems, and schools.

Partnership and Licensing Models: Collaborate with existing

non-profit surf therapy organizations. The facility provides venue access

and operational support at a discounted rate, while partners deliver clinical
expertise and instructors. This approach builds on established trust and
reduces entry barriers.

Corporate Wellness & CSR: Design“SurfTherapy Days” for companies
seeking employee wellness or CSR initiatives. These sessions can also fund free
community programs, reinforcing a company’s social purpose.

Research & Development Hub: Partner with universities to host VETERANS SURF PROGRAM

evidence-based studies. Academic collaborations open doors to grants, elevate 'I 20 p ad rtici pa ntS

credibility, and attract positive media coverage.
95% reported reduced stress
Public Relations and Brand Equity

A surf therapy program offers an authentic “force for good” narrative that extends

a facility’s story far beyond leisure or sport. It connects with consumers who value u . 2 7 —

purpose-driven brands and demonstrates leadership in accessibility and inclusion. - ‘Whenlﬁ rSt gOtLl:l _t 0 the e
~water, | didn’t realize how

Becoming a well-being asset for your community also builds strong local support, T s e B = . e

which can ease requlatory approvals and foster long-term customer loyalty. In an Ch de_d L
increasingly competitive surf park market, a focus on health and inclusion creates -
powerful differentiation and broadens audience appeal.



Implementing the “Beyond Surfing” Framework

Surf therapy succeeds because it does not feel like therapy. Participants experience joy, challenge, and growth within a safe and supportive setting. This
sense of purposeful safe space is the foundation for successful program design.

1. Create the Physical Safe Space
Accessibility must begin with design. Ensure ADA-compliant entry points, adaptive pool chairs, ramps, and on-site storage for specialized
boards and mobility aids. Designate calm zones for pre- and post-session reflection and decompression.

Adaptive Equipment: Maintain a dedicated inventory of soft-top longboards, tandem boards,
and adaptive gear designed for a range of physical abilities.
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2. Cultivate the Emotional Safe Space
Every interaction counts. All staff, from lifequards to front-desk personnel, should receive training in trauma-informed care and disability
awareness. Instructor consistency builds trust and psychological safety among participants.

Session Structure: Establish a predictable rhythm: welcome circle, warm-up, quided surf instruction, cooldown, and group reflection.
Routine reduces anxiety and fosters confidence.

3. Measure and Demonstrate Impact
Adopt validated well-being tools, such as the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-Being Scale, to track outcomes. Data not only informs
program improvement but also serves as compelling evidence for healthcare partners, funders, and requlators.

36% ﬂ%\ 68%

decrease in PTSD symptoms decrease in depression increase in self-efficacy

Operation Surf, Veteran Program Impact Report (2023).

4.  The Long-Term Vision
Surf therapy has evolved into a recognized, flexible, evidence-based approach to preventative care. Wave pools provide the consistency and
structure that healthcare systems need to engage with confidence. Even small pilot programs can lay the groundwork for future integration
into mainstream wellness and rehabilitation models.

“Your facility can be at the forefront of a movement that redefines
how communities experience health, resilience, and joy through

the power of water.”
— Dr. Jess Ponting, Interim CEQ of Surf Park Central




Call to Action:
Ride the Next Wave of Wellness

Surf therapy represents a shared frontier between recreation, health, and community care. The opportunity is here for surf parks and wave pools to
redefine what accessibility and well-being look like in the built aquatic environment.

Next Steps:
1. Host a Discovery Workshop: Convene your leadership team, surf therapy experts, and local health professionals to design a pilot
program tailored to community needs.
2. Launch a Pilot Partnership: Collaborate with a local non-profit to host a short-term program that demonstrates measurable out-
comes.
3. Measure and Showcase Results: Use data and storytelling to highlight the life-changing impact of your efforts.

Appendix: Research and Resources
International Surf Therapy Organization (ISTO) — Definition and Global Framework
Marshall, J. et al., “The Psychological Benefits of Surf Therapy: A Systematic Review;" Frontiers in Psychology
Adaptive Surfing Professionals, “Designing for Inclusion in Aquatic Environments”
Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Well-Being Scale — NHS Health Research Authority
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