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Overview

• Career development and the 
camp experience

• Empirical case study of alumni 
perceptions of the influence of 
camp on career decisions

• Key findings

• Practical implications and 
future directions



Introduction and Literature



Developmental Outcomes of Camp

• A broad body of research supports the role of camp 
experiences in promoting positive youth development 
(Bialeschki, Henderson, & James, 2007; Garst et al., 2011). 

• Positive outcomes include (but are not limited to): social-
emotional growth (Bialeschki et al., 2007; Henderson et al., 2007; Thurber, 

Schuler, Scanlin, & Henderson, 2007), personal transformation (Garst et al., 

2009), learning and academic outcomes (Garst & Ozier, 2015) and 
health and physical activity outcomes (Beets, Weaver, Beighle, 

Webster, & Pate, 2013; Hickerson & Henderson, 2012; Ventura, Anzman-Frasca, & Garst, 
2014; Ventura & Garst, 2013). 



• Most camp developmental outcomes 
studies have examined short-term 
youth or staff outcomes

• Small but increasing number of 
studies have examined long-term 
camp impacts on camp alumni (Brandt & 

Arnold, 2006; DeGraaf & Glover, 2003; Duerden et al., 
2014; Garst, Franz, Baughman, Smith, & Peters, 2009)

Developmental Outcomes of Camp



Benefits of Camp Experiences for Girls

• Girls-only camps are common

• For example…17% of the American 
Camp Association’s approximately 
2,400 member camps provide girls-
only camp experiences (American Camp 
Association, 2014)

• Few studies have explored the 
outcomes or impacts of all-girls 
camps (Girl Scouts of the USA, 2012; Schmalz, 
Kerstetter, & Kleiber, 2011)



Positive Youth Development

• This study was framed within a positive 
youth development (PYD) theoretical 
approach (Lerner et al., 2013), which 
acknowledges that all youth have 
strengths and will develop in positive ways 
when their strengths and their contexts 
are aligned with appropriate supports and 
opportunities within their contexts (Benson, 
Scales, Hamilton & Semsa, 2006). 

• Researchers have identified key features 
of PYD settings that are necessary in order 
for appropriate development to occur, 
including: safety, supportive relationships 
with caring adults, skill-building activities, 
and youth involvement (Eccles & Gootman, 
2002). 



Career Development

• Women’s career choices are influenced by occupational 
segregation (i.e., the natural distribution of people based on 
demographic characteristics such as gender across and within 
occupations and jobs) (Johnson and Kossykh, 2008)

• Women tend to work predominantly in stereotypical ‘female’ 
occupations such as the arts, humanities, and social sciences. In 
fact, women tend to major in fields that lead to jobs that are not 
rewarded with higher incomes (Bobbit-Zeher, 2007).  

• According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (2010b), the top-five 
occupations of employed women in the United States include: 
secretaries and administrative assistants, registered nurses, 
elementary and middle school teachers, cashiers, and retail 
salespersons.



Career Development

• Childhood provides a window into 
one’s future; Understanding 
success and failure in adulthood 
begins by examining early life 
experiences (Johnson & Kossykh, 2008; 
Terzian, Moore, & Constance, 2014)

• Recognizing life experiences that 
influence career choice are 
important for understanding how 
PYD programs and experiences 
shape future success.



Purpose

To examine the influence of 

all-girl camp experiences on 

future career choice. 



Method and Results



Camp Carysbrook
• 93-year-old res camp located on 200 acres in SW VA 

• Designed for girls aged 6 to 16;  2-7 week camp 
sessions; traditional program w/small group living in 
the outdoors. 

• Geographic proximity to the researchers; Camp 
director’s interest in learning more about long-term 
impacts of her programs

• 100 camper capacity; Flexible daily schedule with a 
high level of camper choice 

• Camp setting intentionally rustic; Small non-air 
conditioned cabins with a separate bath house. 

• Many young women return to become staff during 
college;  Multiple generations of campers in a family 
are common 



Participants

• Purposeful sample of female camp 
alumnae ages 18 to 65 identified 
based on a camp alumnae database  

• Survey invitations sent to 72 
members of the alumnae email list; 
Shared on closed Facebook page

• 31% of alumnae responded (N = 22)

• Former campers; Some served in 
camp leadership positions 



• 100% female and 100% White

• Married (50%), never married (41%), divorced 
(9%)

• Income level:  $0 - $50,000 (41%), $51,000 -
$100,000 (32%), $101,000 - $200,000 (9%), 
and greater than $200,000 (18%) 

• Age: 18 - 30 (41%), 31 - 45 (45%), 51 - 65 (14%)

• Camp experience: 
 Majority attended 3-week camp sessions
 91% attended 6+ summers
 45% attended more than one camp
 68% served as a counselor-in-training; 64% 

as a counselor, and 18% worked in 
administration 

Participant Demographics (n=22)



Case Study Design

• In-depth focus at one camp; quantitative 
and qualitative data 

• Valuable for exploring a “…contemporary 
phenomenon in-depth and within its real-
life context” (Yin, 2009, p. 18)

• Goal was not to be generalizable to the 
larger population; but to examine the 
influence of camp experiences on the 
career development of girls who attended 
the selected camp.  



Instrument

• 27 question online survey
 Likert style questions

 Short-answer questions

• Demographics

• Camp background and experience

• Retrospective pre-test format (RPT)
 Long-term impacts of camp experiences

 Camp influences on career development



Key Survey Questions

1. “What top three skills did you 
gain from [camp] that you apply 
in your everyday life?”

2. “Have your [camp] experiences 
impacted your career choices?”

3. “Please elaborate how your 
camp experiences have or have 
not impacted your career 
choices.”



55% of participants shared that camp 
experiences “definitely influenced” their 
career choices and an additional 27% said 
that camp was “somewhat influential” in 

their career choices. 

Camp and Career Choice



Participants’ Career Choices



• Participants were placed into two groups based on age 
to investigate potential differences over time [alumnae 
ages 18-30 (n = 13) and ages 31-65 (n = 9)]  

• No statistically significant differences in medians were 
found between the two groups (Mann-Whitney U = 68.5, 
z = -.741, p = .512). Rank-based nonparametric test to determine 
differences between two groups on a continuous or ordinal dependent 
variable) (Agresti, 2013; Mann & Whitney, 1947)

• Alumnae career choice did not differ based on age.

Camp and Career Choice



Qualitative Data Analysis

• Coding process (Lincoln & Guba, 1986)

 Open coding—identifying and labeling words and phrases that 
represented a specific idea (Bazeley, 2013)

 Axial coding—refining and interpreting the initial codes as well as 
examining relationships between codes in order to develop themes (Miles 
& Huberman, 1994) 

 Themes identified—original data reread to ensure themes reflected the 
data. Three reviewers analyzed the data using this method (Miles & 
Huberman, 1994)

• Trustworthiness procedures (Lincoln & Guba, 1986; Miles & Huberman, 1994)

 Informed readers- familiar with the camp program yet not involved 
directly w/the study audited the data analysis process and results to 
assess dependability of the analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994)

 Negative cases- “instances in which the cases did not fit within the 
pattern” (Patton, 2002, p. 554)

 Trustworthiness procedures affirmed the emergent codes and themes



1. Human services career interest

2. Outdoor career interest

3. Leadership and interpersonal skill development 

4. Socio-emotional skill development

Constructed Themes



• A majority of the respondents identified that camp 
influenced their decisions to work in the human service 
field.  For some, the camp experience helped them to 
value the act of helping others. 

“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.  Direct experiences 
working with youth as a counselor or staff member were particularly 
impactful. ”

Theme #1- Human services career interest



• Time spent in nature was influential for some of the 
respondents.  For those respondents who mentioned the 
outdoors and nature, they were able to describe a clear path 
that associated camp experiences with an eventual outdoor-
focused career. 

“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].”

Theme #2- Outdoor career interest



• For some respondents, the influence of the camp experience 
was less about career choice and more about the development 
of skills that turned out to be valuable in the workplace. 

“Although [camp] did not specifically influence my choice of profession, it 
did help me forge a work ethic and a confidence that I draw from whenever I 
feel burned out at work.  Communication was an important dimension of 
leadership and interpersonal skill development. “

“I currently raise funds for a nonprofit. Learning at [camp] the ability to talk 
to anyone and everyone of all ages and try to understand them has 
impacted the way I try to work today. ”

Theme #3- Leadership and interpersonal skill 
development. 



• Some respondents also spoke about the camp experience as 
important for the development of self-awareness and 
confidence that translated into career success.  Examples of 
these expressions included:

Camp helped to “shape my outlook on what my strengths are”

Camp gave me “confidence that was built through my experiences.”  

“I remember feeling like I belonged to a very special community, one where I 
was free to truly be myself, or at least able to discover who I might be.”

Theme #4- Socio-emotional skill development



• Challenges inherent to the nature-based setting of the camp 
were important within this theme, as respondents experienced 
growth by facing and overcoming challenges.  As one 
respondent reflected:

“What would have happened had I not gone to camp?  I can tell you 
this…I wouldn’t have been nearly as well rounded as I am.  I wouldn’t 
have had the confidence that was built through my experiences.  
Camp gave me free choice to travel the woods and paths as I desired. 
Make choices as I so choose, embrace challenges as I saw fit... push 
myself the way I wished…in a community where I felt comfortable.”



Discussion



Camp staff recruitment and placement 
efforts could be more effective if we 

understood the occupations most former 
campers and camp staff select given the 

challenges facing camp directors with filling 
seasonal camp staff positions. 

Why does this research matter?



• Vast majority of participants indicated that camp influenced 
their career choice and success, either by directly influencing 
their career choice or indirectly by helping them develop 
skills that were supportive of their career path.  

• Although many women continued to follow what might be 
called feminized career trajectories (Heilman, 1997),  the finding 
that the majority of alumnae pursued a management-related 
career is particularly compelling because “management” is 
not found in the top occupations for employed women 
nationwide (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010).

• Suggests that camp may be a particularly strong model for a 
woman’s career trajectory into management and administrative 
careers. 

Career trajectory impacts suggested



• This study provides additional support for growth in social-
emotional skills: personal esteem and confidence (Duerden, 
Widmer, Taniguchi, & McCoy,2009; Ferrari & McNeely, 2007; Garst et al., 
2009; Johnson et al., 2011)

• 21st century skills- leadership and communication closely 
associated with participants’ career choices, and these skills 
described within the social context of camp in which 
participants were supported by peers, staff, and the camp 
director.  Supports previous studies of PYD in camp that show 
that camp provides youth with supportive relationships with 
peers and adults and the opportunity for skill building.

• Participants very clearly linked skills such as living with a small 
group of girls, to an ability to work with diverse clients/ 
colleagues in their professional lives.

Evidence of skill development



• Based on the results of this study, it might be posited that camp 
experiences influence the career choices of women by promoting 
self-confidence, reducing fears, and providing skill-building 
opportunities. 

• The development of a strong sense of self and personal 
empowerment may provide another explanation for why, as 
previously noted, “management” was a top occupation for the 
participants in this study yet is not found in the top occupations 
for employed women nationwide (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010).

Management Career Trend?



• Dasgupta and Asgari (2004) found that when women are in social 
contexts that exposed them to female leaders, they were less likely to 
express automatic stereotypic beliefs about women.  By experiencing 
strong, positive, female role models at camp, alumnae may have 
changed their stereotypical beliefs about women’s roles. Camp may be 
a promising mechanism for enhancing career opportunities for women-
moving them beyond stereotypically feminine jobs and into career 
paths that have typically been male-centric.  

• Privilege was embedded in this study. This camp served a privileged 
clientele of mostly white, upper middle class girls.  Within the context 
of this study it was not feasible to fully explore the possible 
relationship between innate privilege and the camp experience.  
Career options for some of the alumnae, especially older women, may 
have been limited by class and race due to their privileged upbringing 
and the camp experience may have expanded the career options 
considered by these women (Lapour & Hepner, 2009). 

Influence on Counterstereotypical Beliefs



Implications



• Camp alumnae are a valuable source of information about the 
camp experience, particularly for identifying long-term impacts.

• Case studies are useful for understanding the contextually-rich 
camp experience. Program providers can learn from these 
concrete examples and stories and consider programmatic 
changes or replicating studies with former campers.  

• Opportunities to see role models similar to themselves in 
leadership roles mentioned as an inspiration for envisioning their 
future selves. Program providers can examine internal leadership 
teams to ensure participants can see themselves reflected. 

Implications for Practice



• This study showed that girls value the experience of single sex 
environments (like camp) well into adulthood as they mature and 
reflect on how experiences in their youth impacted their choices.  

• Although alumnae may choose to pursue traditionally female 
careers, many of them became managers and supervisors within 
those fields. Leadership opportunities at camp and exposure to 
positive female role models gave alumnae not just the skills but the 
idea that they could succeed in management.  

• Although not a targeted program outcome of this camp, career 
development was an indirect outcome of the camp experience, 
particularly when structures were in place to provide positive female 
role models that challenged gender stereotypic beliefs for female 
campers (Dasgupta & Asgari, 2004).

Implications for Practice (cont’d)



• Short-term, high impact experiences (like working at camp) may take 
additional time to fully process. Camp alumnae who have more time 
to reflect on their camp experiences may be more likely to become 
aware of the impacts of camp on their lives (Duerden, Witt, & Taniguchi, 2012)

• The way in which camp alumnae may recognize the benefits of camp 
experiences over time suggests that maintaining contact with camp 
alumnae (e.g., phone calls, letters, emails, social media, and so on) 
may be an important strategy for helping alumnae remain mindful of 
the role of the camp experience in their lives.  

Implications for Practice (cont’d)



Future Directions



• Many factors need further study (gender, race, ethnicity, and 
disability all combine to frame the career choices girls and women 
make) (WEEA Equity Resource Center, 2002)  

• Expanding this research with a national, random sample of camp 
alumni would allow for better measurement of the influence of 
camp on career choice and may also illuminate career barriers, 
constraints, facilitators, and trends.

• Compare experiences of girls and young women in single sex 
programs with that of girls and young women in co-ed programs. 

• Test existing quantitative measures of career aspirations and career 
choice in camps. Career Aspiration Scale (CAS) has demonstrated 
sound psychometric properties when used with adolescent, 
college, and post-college samples of women (Gray & Obrien, 2007)

Future Directions



• Build on Dasgupta and Asgari’s (2004) model to explore the influence 
of camp experiences on girls’ perceptions of gender and societal roles.
Are female campers who are exposed to strong, positive female 
counselors more likely to pursue a counterstereotypical career?  

• Recognizing that gender differences continue to disadvantage 
women (Bobbitt-Zeher, 2007), future research should examine how camp 
employment may influence women to pursue fields in which their 
management and leadership skills (which research suggests are 
acquired or honed at camp) may make them more likely to achieve 
positions with higher salaries than positions that they may have 
pursued without their camp-enhanced abilities. 

Future Directions (cont’d)



Limitations



• Small, homogeneous sample of upper-income white women. A 
heterogeneous sample may have produced different results. But 
the sample size was consistent with SS in similar studies.

• No account for participants’ multiple careers. Additional info about 
participants’ career paths might paint a different picture about the 
camp → career relationship.

• No member-check procedure. Would have allowed for additional 
follow up w/alumnae to better understand their responses to key 
questions.

Limitations
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