
The camp experience influences positive 

growth for both youth and staff in many 

areas including socio-emotional 

developmental, personal transformation, 

learning and academic outcomes, and 

health and physical activity outcomes.  Some 

research associates camp participation with 

the development of 21st century skills that 

potential employers find particularly valuable 

including teamwork, social skills, and 

initiative-taking.  Additionally, some research 

suggests that early life experiences, such as 

camp, may contribute to future career 

aspirations or choices, but the mechanisms 

that cause these choices are not well 

understood.

Despite the breadth of research indicating 

camp as a powerful human developmental 

tool, little research has been conducted 

exploring the long term impacts of camp on 

career choice.  Moreover, little to no long-

term investigation has been conducted 

examining the role camp may play in 

women’s lives who attended or worked at a 

camp as a youth.   

Given the relatively limited research in this 

area, the purpose of this study was to 

examine the influence of camp experiences 

on future career paths for women using a 

retrospective case study analysis of 22 camp 

alumnae. 

I N T R O D U C T I O N PROCEDURES R E S U LT S D I S C U S S I O N
The study findings support and extend the 

existing literature on career development 

through camp experiences. This study 

found that 82% of respondents reported 

being either somewhat or greatly 

influenced by the camp experience in 

terms of their career choice. Additionally, 

youth-focused employment in teaching 

and other human service professions was 

common in our sample. It was particularly 

notable that respondents were more likely 

to choose a management-related career 

when compared with national samples of 

women, however, these differences might 

reflect expected differences across small 

samples.

Our findings add to the considerable 

body of literature that has described the 

role of camp experiences in shaping 

social-emotional skills and positive youth 

development. Leadership and 

communication were skills respondents 

most closely associated with their future 

career choices, and these abilities were 

often described in relation to social 

supports and modeling provided by peers, 

staff, and the camp director. 

Given the challenges facing camp 

directors with filling seasonal camp staff 

positions, a better understanding of how 

camp experiences influence 

occupational aspirations and eventual 

career choices can guide staff 

recruitment and retention efforts by 

helping camp staff recruiters articulate 

how camp experiences might be 

valuable as a career development 

mechanism for campers, counselors, and 

emerging adult staff. 

Future research with larger, more diverse 

samples of camp alumni will help us better 

understand the influence of the camp 

experience on career choice, and may 

better position camp as a counter-

stereotypical influence in girls’ lives.I
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Utilizing a case-study approach this 

investigation examined the traditional 

resident camp experience. A purposeful 

sample of 72 female camp alumnae ages 

18 to 65 were identified based on a camp 

alumni database. Participants were 

recruited via an alumnae email list and a 

private Facebook page. Of the targeted 

alumnae 31% responded to a 27-item 

Qualtrics survey (N = 22). The questions 

targeted demographics, prior camp 

experience, and the impact of the camp 

experience on career development. 

Qualitative data were analyzed using open 

and axial coding. Trustworthiness 

procedures included informed readers and 

a data audit.

Respondents were all white females and 

identified mainly as married (50%), never 

married (41%), and divorced (9%). 

Individual income level was identified as 

either $0 - $50,000 (41%), $51,000 - $100,000 

(32%), greater than $200,000 (18%), or 

$101,000 - $200,000 (9%). Alumnae ages 

ranged from 31 - 45 (45%), 18 - 30 (41%), 

and 51 - 65 (14%).  Respondents tended to 

be long-term campers with 91% of 

respondents indicating at least six summers 

in attendance at the camp being studied. 

The majority of respondents (68%) served 

the camp in a leadership role as a 

counselor-in training, counselor, staff 

member, or administrative staff position. 

Respondents were asked to elaborate on 

how camp experiences influenced their 

career choices. Four themes emerged from 

the data.

At [camp] you learn that true happiness and 

fulfillment comes from contributing to 

something bigger than yourself. As such, my 

career goals have always been driven by my 

mission to help others in need and to 

generally make the world a better place.

I first experienced a connection with nature at 

[camp]. That connection lead me to pursue a 

NOLS course and lots of outdoor opportunities 

throughout high school and college. Now, as 

a field geologist, part of my job is living and 

camping in nature for part of every year. I 

think that part of the reason I fell in love with 

geology in college was because of the 

connection I feel with nature, which was 

initiated at [camp].

I am a human resource executive and my 

business is the well-being of all our employees; 

fairness, kindness, the ability to understand a 

different point of view, leadership, etc. 

[Camp] was my teacher and model. 

Camp helped to shape my outlook on what 

my strengths are.

Camp gave me confidence that was built 

through my experiences.  

Camp alumnae present occupations (n = 22)
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SAMPLE 

DESCRIPTIVES

Human Services Career 
Interest

Outdoor Career Interest

Leadership and Interpersonal 
Skill Development 

Socio-Emotional Skill 
Development


