
https://doi.org/10.1177/1053825916689266

Journal of Experiential Education
2017, Vol. 40(2) 97 –113

© The Authors 2017
Reprints and permissions:

sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav 
DOI: 10.1177/1053825916689266

journals.sagepub.com/home/jee

Article

Living Without Boys: A 
Retrospective Analysis of the 
Benefits and Skills Gained at 
All-Female Camps

Anja Whittington1, Barry A. Garst2, Ryan J. Gagnon2, 
and Sarah Baughman3

Abstract
The purpose of this study was to investigate the outcomes of all-female camp 
experiences on women’s lives. Using a retrospective approach, this study collected 
qualitative data from 131 women to examine the benefits of all-female camp 
experiences, to analyze the skills they gained at camp, and to understand how they 
apply these skills to their adult lives. Benefits of an all-female camp experience 
identified through qualitative analysis included focused time, supportive environment, 
and challenging gender norms. Skills that the women gained at camp and apply to 
their everyday lives were developed into the following themes: social development 
(communication, teamwork, cultural sensitivity, respect for others, community 
building, tolerance, working with diverse personalities), career development 
(leadership, perseverance, time management, influenced career direction), and 
personal development (resilience, sense of self, self-reliance, self-esteem, confidence, 
independence). Study findings suggest that these skills have personal and professional 
applications across women’s lives.
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Introduction

In 1916, a group of women initiated the National Association of Director of Girls 
Camps, and thus began the formalization of girls’ camping programs. The goals of this 
small visionary group were to liberate girls from domestic life, create space for girls’ 
leadership training, and offer opportunities for physical development (Miranda & 
Yerkes, 1996). In the early 1900s, two major organizations were created to offer pro-
grams for girls: the Camp Fire Girls and the Girl Scouts. The Camp Fire Girls was cre-
ated to address concerns of industrialization, urbanization, and modern technologies 
that were making women abandon the home (McCallum, 2005; Miller, 2007). The Girl 
Scouts (formerly known as the Girl Guides) emerged as a counterpart to the Boy Scouts 
and promoted rugged camping, and new outdoor recreational opportunities for girls, 
while awarding traditional skills (badges) in nursing and laundry (Paris, 2001).

Over time, camp challenged girls to be strong, independent, and skillful. Girls’ 
camps were seen as progressive institutes of education and became an accepted part of 
girls’ development among White middle- and upper-class families (Paris, 2001). 
Leaders of girls’ camps saw camp experiences as a way to improve girls’ lives by 
enhancing their relationships with family and friends and building girls’ self-respect, 
self-sufficiency, self-reliance, and courage (Miller, 2007).

More than 11 million children and adults attend U.S. camps today, with camps 
employing more than 1,500,000 camp staff annually (American Camp Association 
[ACA], 2015). Of the estimated 12,000 camps in the United States, more than 80% are 
coed programs, 17% are female-only, and 10% are male-only (ACA, 2015). Females 
make up approximately 60% of total camp enrollment (ACA, 2015). Although a sig-
nificant body of literature has emerged over the past 20 years about the outcomes of 
camp experiences, research specific to all-female programs in camp settings is limited 
(e.g., Briggs, Staton, & Gilligan, 2009; Brown & Fry, 2011; Garst, Baughman, 
Whittington, & Gagnon, 2015; Scharff, 2008; Weavers et al., 2011). A more thorough 
understanding of the long-term benefits of all-female camp programs may contribute 
to our understanding of the influence camp has on girls’/women’s development. Given 
the relative paucity of research, the purpose of this study was to conduct a retrospec-
tive analysis of the camp experience on girls’ (now women’s) lives. This study was 
guided by the following research questions:

Research Question 1: What are the benefits of an all-female camp experience?
Research Question 2: What skills did the girls gain at camp and how do they apply 
these skills to their everyday lives as adult women?

Review of Literature

Benefits of All-Female Environments

Only a few studies have emerged targeting all-female camp experiences. The research 
has explored the influence of camp on career choice (Garst et al., 2015), career 
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development in nontraditional fields (Briggs et al., 2009; Weavers et al., 2011), how 
camp connected girls to nature (Scharff, 2008), and how camp developed life skills 
(physical and psychological well-being) in girls (Brown & Fry, 2011).

Benefits of all-female experiences for women have been examined in outdoor/
adventure recreation programs and found the following outcomes: feelings of safety 
and comfort, increased connection to others, freedom from stereotypes, time to focus 
on oneself, increased independence, and self-esteem (Mitten, 1992). Motivations for 
participation in all-women’s outdoor programs include sense of community, psycho-
logical safety, and the opportunity to be yourself (Hornibrook et al., 1997). Other stud-
ies have examined outcomes from alumnae that asked women to reflect upon their 
experience as a child. Whittington (2011) found that communication, teamwork, lead-
ership, and perseverance were skills gained that had lasting impacts. The Girl Scouts 
(2012) conducted an extensive study on life outcomes of alumnae and found that 
women had increased confidence, competence, positive attitude, and supportive rela-
tionships and were more optimistic about their future when compared with women 
who did not participate in Girl Scouts. Women had also attained higher levels of edu-
cation, had a higher household income, had more success in achieving life goals, were 
more satisfied with their life, more likely to consider themselves as leaders, and had 
higher rates of relationship satisfaction compared with women who did not participate 
in Girl Scouts (2012).

Skill Development Associated With Camp Experiences

Although the literature on all-female camp experiences is limited, a significant body 
of research supports camp as a skill-building experience for youth. These studies focus 
on mixed-gendered outcomes and offer insights into the benefits of the camp experi-
ence. Outcomes include (but are not limited to) socioemotional development 
(Bialeschki, Henderson, & James, 2007), career development (Brandt & Arnold, 2006; 
DeGraaf & Glover, 2003; Duerden et al., 2014; Garst et al., 2015; Ferrari & McNeely, 
2007), resilience (Allen, Cox, & Cooper, 2006; Ungar, 2012), and social-cultural 
understanding (Fine & Tuvshin, 2010). Although extensive research exists and could 
be reviewed more fully, this article focuses specifically on the outcomes most relevant 
to the current study: social, career, and personal development.

Social development. Social development includes (but is not limited to) communica-
tion, teamwork, cultural sensitivity, respect for others, community building, tolerance, 
and working with diverse populations. Prior research suggests that camp provides a 
setting to develop teamwork skills, improved communication skills, co-operation, 
sense of belonging, and conflict resolution (Arnold, Bourdeau, & Nagele, 2006; Biale-
schki et al., 2007; Sibthorp, Bialeschki, Morgan, & Browne, 2013). In addition, camp 
also offers opportunities to develop global citizens: teaching children to accept and 
work with others who are different than them (Garst, Franz, Baughman, Smith, & 
Peters, 2009; Fine & Tuvshin, 2010).
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Career development. Research on camp experiences suggests that camp offered oppor-
tunities to gain skills in career development, influenced career direction (Brandt & 
Arnold, 2006; DeGraaf & Glover, 2003; Duerden, Widmer, Taniguchi, & McCoy, 
2009; Ferrari & McNeely, 2007), and provided long-term, transferable skills, including 
positive impacts on self-confidence, enhanced leadership, positive modeling behaviors, 
and encouraging and supporting others (Brandt & Arnold, 2006). Additional research 
indicates that working at camp fostered teamwork, initiative, identity development, 
interpersonal skills, relationship skills, appreciation of diversity, group cohesion, per-
sonal growth, leadership, responsibility, technical skill development, and administra-
tive skills (Bialeschki, Dahowski, & Henderson, 1998; Ferrari & McNeely, 2007). A 
recent study, of the influence of camp on female alumni by Garst et al. (2015), exam-
ined how camp experiences influenced the career choices of female alumnae. Eight-
two percent of the respondents stated that camp definitely or somewhat influenced their 
career choices. These findings suggest that the camp experience directly influenced 
both career choice (human service and outdoor career interest) and skills that were sup-
portive of career choice (leadership and interpersonal skill development).

Personal development. Personal development includes (but is not limited to) resilience, 
sense of self, self-reliance, self-esteem, confidence, and self-determination. Interest in 
the influence of camp experiences on personal development peaked in 1999 with Paul 
Marsh’s meta-analysis of camp and “self” constructs. Marsh found, and others have 
confirmed, that camp enhances personal development outcomes (Bialeschki et al., 
2007; Sibthorp et al., 2013). Sibthorp et al. (2013) stated that the development of com-
petence is linked to one’s self-beliefs and that camp serves as a venue for positively 
influencing one’s self-perceptions. Other personal outcomes of the camp experience 
include building resilience (Allen et al., 2006; Ungar, 2012) and identity development 
(Duerden et al., 2009).

Theoretical Context

This study was informed by experiential learning theory, which explores the cycli-
cal pattern of all learning from experience through reflection and conceptualization 
to action and on to further experience (Kolb, 1984). Camp was recognized as a set-
ting that encourages direct, hands-on, reflective learning through exposure to 
diverse, novel learning experiences (Merryman, Mezei, Bush, & Weinstein, 2012). 
Garst, Browne, and Bialeschki (2011) noted that “the experiential nature of camp 
activities, combined with the elements of choice, personal interest, skill develop-
ment, and risk taking, allows structured camp activities to promote positive youth 
development” (p. 80).

This study was also informed by social learning theory. According to social learn-
ing theory, positive behaviors result from the internalized process of modeled and 
reinforced behaviors from significant adults like parents, teachers, coaches, and peers. 
During all-female camp experiences, female counselors play an important role as sig-
nificant adults in campers’ lives who promote, model, and reinforce positive 
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behaviors. Thus, social learning was viewed to be a central force in developmental 
impacts that may result from all-female camp experiences—a perspective supported 
by the camp literature (Bredemeier, Weiss, Shields, & Shewchuk, 1986).

Method

Participants and Data Collection

This study examined 131 women who attended an all-girls camp during their youth. 
These women varied in age, current occupation, income reported, marital status, and 
race/ethnicity (Table 1). Participants were recruited through a research collaboration 
with the ACA. The ACA provided a randomized list of 350 accredited camps, located 
throughout the United States, and offered the contact information for the camp director 
of each camp. The researchers then provided the camp directors with an online survey 
and asked them to share it with their alumnae via email or Facebook for a period of 45 
days. The study was completely anonymous: Data were not collected on which camp 
directors shared the survey, names of participants, or of the name of the camp attended.

This study, which focused solely on outcomes for female alumnae, was embedded 
in a larger project examining the long-term impacts of the camp experience for alum-
nae. When participants identified themselves as female who had attended an all-female 
camp, the survey was designed to ask additional questions for females only, and those 
data were analyzed for this study. A response rate for the sampling technique could not 
be calculated. The number of people who received or saw the advertisement that 
responded or did not respond is unknown.

Qualitative survey questions elicited information about the benefits of all-female 
camp experiences as well as the long-term impacts of camp on women’s lives. 
Questions included (a) “Do you feel there are any benefits to an all-girls camp? If so, 
please describe the benefits”; (b) “What top three skills did you gain from your camp 
experience that you are able to apply in your everyday life?” and (c) “Describe the 
ways you were/able to incorporate these skills into your everyday life.”

Data Analysis

Textual data in the responses to the open-ended questions were analyzed through a 
two-step check-coding process. The first step consisted of emergent codes and included 
identifying and labeling words, phrases, sentences, and whole paragraphs in a process 
known as open coding (Bazeley, 2013). The purpose of the first step was to retrieve, 
organize, and categorize so that the researcher(s) could quickly cluster the segments 
related to a particular theme (Miles & Huberman, 1994). A second step, known as 
focused coding included refining and interpreting the data to create clusters (Bazeley, 
2013). Themes are a pattern or trend that develop while analyzing your data and allow 
the researcher(s) to draw connections between the data (Bazeley, 2013). A total of 
three reviewers analyzed the data using the described method in a process known as 
check-coding (Miles & Huberman, 1994).
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Table 1. Demographics of Research Participants.

Characteristic n

Age
 18-45 28
 25-34 33
 35-44 22
 45-54 16
 55-64 21
 65-74 10
 >75 0
Current occupation
 Education, training, and library 23
 Health care practitioners and technical 11
 Community and social services 8
 Business and financial operations 9
 Management 5
 Arts, design, entertainment, sports, and media 8
 Sales and related occupations 5
 Computer and mathematical 6
 Legal occupations 6
 Architecture and engineering 2
 Life, physical, and social sciences 2
 Health care support 1
 Food preparation and serving related 1
 Personal care and service 1
 Other 35
 Not reported 9
Individual income
 0-50,000 60
 51,000-100,000 43
 101,000-150,000 10
 151,000-200,000 6
 >200,000 3
 Not reported 9
Marital status
 Married or domestic partner 66
 Single, never married 52
 Divorced 6
 Widowed 6
 Not reported 1
Racial/ethnic backgrounda

 White 129
 Black or African American 2
 American Indian or Alaska Native 2
 Hispanic or Latino 1

aParticipants checked all that apply, resulting in a total (N) greater than 153.
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Results

Characteristics of Research Participants as Campers

The characteristics of the camp experience for the women included in this study varied 
in years, age of attendance, length of camp experience, and their role at camp (Table 2). 
What is evident is that the women who completed this study attended camp several 
times throughout their youth, at varying ages and in various roles. Many of them were 
not only campers but also counselors in training (CIT; 101), counselors (88), and 
served in an administrative staff position (29).

Benefits of All-Female Camp

The women reported several benefits to participating in an all-female camp experi-
ence. The most significant reported results included focused time, supportive environ-
ment, and gender norms.

Focused time. Seventy-seven percent of the women reported focused time as a benefit 
of an all-female camp experience. The women wrote about, how to develop authentic 
relationships, they needed space away from boys to focus on their experience, their 
own personal development and developing relationships with other girls. Participant 
105, age 25 to 34, attended camp for 11 years as a camper, CIT, and counselor, stated, 
“When girls are not focused on boys, they can focus on themselves. When they are not 
focused on their appearance, they focus on becoming stronger people and developing 
their skills.” Participant 77, age 45 to 54, attended camp for 8 years as a camper, CIT, 
and counselor, said,

I enjoyed that you didn’t have to deal with the pressure with being around boys. I would 
have been very self-conscious and been much more worried about what activities I 
participated in and what I wore, for example, rather than about enjoying myself and my 
time at camp. It was very freeing in that sense.

Participant 63, age 25 to 34, attended camp for 11 years as a camper, CIT, and coun-
selor, stated,

My time at my all-girls camp was probably one of the best experiences I could have ever 
had in my life. Without males around, there’s no focus on coed relationships and girls are 
free to participate in all camp activities as they please, without fear of judgment.

The belief that all-female programs allowed the girls to focus on themselves was 
repeated numerous times.

The all-female environment also allowed the girls to develop authentic relation-
ships with their peers and adult role models. Participant 15, age 45 to 54, attended 
camp for 8 years as a camper and CIT, stated, “It was very freeing. We focused on deep 
friendships with each other without the distraction of other-sex relationships.” 
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Participant 121, age 65 to 74, attended camp for 7 years as a camper, counselor, and 
administrator, simply stated, “I loved the sense of “sisterhood.”

Supportive environment. Fifty-five percent of the women in this study reported a ben-
efit of an all-female camp included a supportive environment. For many of the women 

Table 2. Characteristics of Research Participants as Campers.

Characteristic n

Camp attendance
 1-2 years 9
 3-5 years 30
 6-10 years 67
 >10 years 25
Age at camp
 6-8 47
 9-10 92
 11-12 113
 13-14 111
 15-16 98
 17-18 72
 >18 57
Camp length
 1 week 8
 2 weeks 11
 3 weeks 39
 4 weeks 29
 5 weeks 2
 6 weeks 5
 7 weeks 3
 8 weeks 25
 9 weeks 5
 10 weeks 2
 >10 weeks 2
Role at camp
 Camper 125
 Counselor in training 86
 Counselor 74
 Administrative staff 25
Type of camp attended
 Residential 129
 Day 2

Note. Participants were asked to check all that apply on the last three categories, resulting in a total (N) 
greater than 153.
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camp provided a safe, more relaxed environment than a coed setting. Participant 53, 
age 25 to 34, attended camp for 5 years as a camper, stated, “I felt safe and enjoyed the 
friendships with other girls. I was never embarrassed or too shy to try something.” 
Participant 49, age 25 to 34, attended camp for 10 years as a camper, CIT, and coun-
selor, stated,

Girls have so much pressure on them to be pretty and dainty etc. camp lets girls be 
themselves. They learn to interact with other girls without competition. They are not 
worried about boys, or their clothes, or their status. Everyone is equal and accepted.

The supportive environment was essential in allowing the girls to test new skills and 
activities and to develop a healthy attitude toward competition. Participant 26, age 25 
to 34, attended camp for 10 years as a camper, CIT, and counselor, stated,

I think there are many benefits to an all-girls camp. It did not hit me until I was an older 
camper and counselor at how relaxed it allowed everyone to be. We were pushed to be 
physical and competitive with ourselves in our activities, but also to be silly and let go of 
our fear of embarrassment.

Participant 30, age 25 to 34, attended camp for 10 years as a camper, CIT, and coun-
selor, reported,

I think there were/are so many benefits to attending an all-girls camp. There isn’t the 
pressure of social issues when there are boys around. We could feel free to explore and be 
ourselves. There wasn’t a focus on boys and the relationships with boys. Girls in a group 
could be very supportive and welcoming. We were able to have open, honest conversations 
about growing up.

Gender norms. Forty-six percent of women reported challenging gender norms as a 
benefit of an all-female camp experience. Women reported how an all-female experi-
ence minimized mixed-gender anxiety, competition, and social pressures. It promoted 
freedom from gender norms, reduced the emphasis on beauty and outward appearance, 
and allowed the girls to challenge stereotypes. Participant 97, age 75+, who attended 
camp as a CIT for 2 years, stated, “the benefit was that girls could participate freely 
without worrying about gender roles. They were encouraged to participate in all activi-
ties with no pressure regarding stereotypes.”

Participant 66, age 45 to 54, who attended camp for 5 years as a camper, stated, 
“All-girls camps remove the element of anxiety about appearance, ‘does he like me’, 
and everything else that involves youth at such a difficult age. I attended both all girl 
and coed—much prefer all-girl.” Participant 21, age 25 to 34, attended camp for 10 
years as a camper, CIT and counselor, stated,

There are a number of benefits to being at an-all girls’ camp. In my experience it is an 
opportunity to be yourself, gain self-confidence and be down to earth without the 
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distractions of needing to look good or act a certain way with the opposite sex around. It 
also gives more opportunity to bond and make lasting friendships.

Skills Gained as a Result of Camp

The women reported a variety of skills they developed during their camp experience 
and described how they apply these skills to their everyday lives. The identified skills 
were grouped into three themes with several subthemes.

Social Development

Ninety-eight percent of the women in this study reported social development as a skill 
they gained at camp. Social development included communication, teamwork, cul-
tural sensitivity, respect for others, community building, tolerance, and working with 
diverse personalities. These skills have been important both personally and profes-
sionally. Participant 34, age 65 to 74, attended camp for 9 years as a camper and CIT, 
stated, “The socialization I received at camp helped me to adapt to different types of 
people and cultures.”

The communal living promoted an awareness of other people and cultures, and 
developed tolerance and community building skills that are transferable to their every-
day lives. Participant 59, attended camp for 7 years as camper, CIT, and counselor, age 
65 to 74, stated, “I am able to work with a lot of different personalities and I believe 
that started with living in a cabin with 8-10 girls and having to learn to compromise 
and live in harmony.”

Participant 8, age 75+, attended camp for 5 years as a camper and CIT, stated,

All of the “soft” skills needed for living with a bunch of strangers every summer for 
weeks on end—openness, cooperation, working together, sense of adventure, 
communication—apply to pretty much every area of my life as important skills for 
dealing with other people. You can deal with them in a defensive negative way, or you can 
deal with them in an open positive way, starting each interaction with a sense of learning 
and adventure.

The relationship building affected their lives well beyond the camp experience. 
Participant 10, age 25 to 34, attended camp for 12 years as a camper, CIT, and coun-
selor, expressed, “Camp is probably the greatest relational impact on my daily life. 
Having experienced those true, deep relationships wherein you are fully known, makes 
you seek out those kinds of relationships outside of camp.”

Career Development

Fifty-eight percent of the women in this study reported career development as a skill 
they gained at camp. Skill development included leadership, perseverance, time man-
agement, and influenced career direction. Leadership skills were the primary skill that 
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women gained through their camp experience. Participant 91, age 65 to 74, worked as 
a camp counselor for 2 years, stated, “I lead a team of people who are geographically 
disbursed. My leadership skills fostered at camp really help these efforts, especially 
because I am a peer, but in a leadership role.”

Several of the women reflected on how camp affected their career choices and 
offered skill development opportunities that are applicable to their work. Participant 
88, age 45 to 54, attended camp for 5 years as a camper, reported,

I am a Chief Engineer—very, very few women in a role such as that. I have an 
undergraduate degree in engineering and a masters in computer science. I would say that 
going to summer camp—laughing hard but also learning great life lessons played a huge 
role in the direction that I took. I lead/mentor engineers of all abilities. I learned early on 
at camp how to work well with others.

Participant 103, age 55 to 64, attended camp for 6 years as camper, CIT, and counselor, 
reflected,

I became a professional American diplomat in the U.S. Foreign Service. I would not have 
had the skills to do this, and I would not have had the gumption to take the exams and 
undergo the applications process, if I had not gone to camp. My experiences at camp 
created my identity and allowed me to become a useful, happy, creative member of 
society.

Participant 9, age 25 to 34, attended camp for 12 years as a camper, CIT, and coun-
selor, stated,

I would not be the ambitious, confident and successful college graduate, working in 
media/communications in New York, without the many summers I spent at summer 
camp. At camp, I unconsciously developed key life skills which have benefited me 
throughout college and career life. Time/project management, goal setting, creative 
thinking, adaptability, reliability, confidence, the list goes on.

Personal Development

Fifty-four percent of the women in this study reported personal development as a skill 
they gained at camp. Personal development included concepts such as resilience, sense 
of self, self-reliance, self-esteem, confidence, and independence. Participant 74, age 
19 to 24, attended camp for 8 years as camper, CIT, and counselor, simply stated, “I 
gained the confidence I needed to succeed both academically and professionally.” 
Participant 96, age 25 to 34, attended camp for 12 years as a camper, CIT, counselor, 
stated, “Being at camp taught me that spending some introspective time didn’t make 
me a ’loaner,’ but a thoughtful person who knows what she needs.”

Many of the women reported that camp promoted confidence, independence, and 
helped them “grow up.” Participant 31, age 75+, attended camp 3 years as a camper, 
stated, “Camp gave me confidence in my independence and ability to work 
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independently and acquire success independent of my family.” Participant 72, age 25 
to 34, attended camp for 13 years as camper, counselor, and administrator, stated, “I 
continue to be extremely independent, I have always been self-sufficient, hardwork-
ing, good at managing life as an adult after a childhood of attending camp.”

Discussion

Women in this study reported a variety of benefits of an all-female camp experience 
that they recalled many years later. These benefits included focused time (i.e., the abil-
ity to focus on their experience, and develop skills and relationships with others girls 
without the influence of boys), supportive environment (i.e., a safe, more relaxed envi-
ronment than what was found in a coed setting), and gender norms (i.e., the ability to 
challenge and not adhere to social expectations of girls’ behaviors). The benefits 
described in this study are similar to those reported in all-women’s outdoor/adventure 
programs: sense of self, feelings of safety and comfort, supportive environment, time 
to focus on oneself, and freedom from stereotypes (Hornibrook et al., 1997; Mitten, 
1992). Years later, the women in this study articulated the value and importance of an 
all-female camp experience by stating that camp provided a safe, relaxed environment 
that supported equity, fairness, and healthy competition. The camp experience also 
offered the women the opportunity to challenge gender norms, to focus on the experi-
ence, to develop relationships with other girls, and to gain personal skills. These find-
ings suggest that all-female camps serve as a venue for supporting girls’ development 
and providing long-term impacts for women.

Women in this study overwhelming reported (98%) the influence the camp had, and 
still has, on their social development. Social development included communication, 
teamwork, cultural sensitivity, respect for others, community building, tolerance, and 
working with diverse populations. Findings suggest that camp serves an important role 
in supporting communication, teamwork, and cultural interactions. The current find-
ings support prior research on the outcomes of camp experiences with regard to social 
development (Arnold et al., 2006; Bialeschki et al., 2007; Fine & Tuvshin, 2010; Garst 
et al., 2009; Sibthorp et al., 2013).

With regard to career development, women reported that camp offered opportuni-
ties to gain leadership, perseverance, time management, and influenced career direc-
tion. These findings support other studies which observed how camp provided 
participants with opportunities to gain skills in career development and greater aware-
ness of one’s career direction (Brandt & Arnold, 2006; DeGraaf & Glover, 2003; 
Duerden et al., 2009; Ferrari & McNeely, 2007; Garst et al., 2015). For women in this 
study, specific outcomes included positive impacts on self-confidence and enhanced 
leadership (Brandt & Arnold, 2006).

Women in this study gained a variety of skills that supported their personal devel-
opment. This included the following concepts: resilience, sense of self, self-reliance, 
self-esteem, confidence, and independence. This finding supports previous studies 
suggesting that camp enhances personal development outcomes for youth (Allen et al., 
2006; Bialeschki et al., 2007; Marsh, 1999; Sibthorp et al., 2013; Ungar, 2012).
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Although the outcomes of this study support prior research, it is important to note 
that this study is unique in that it focuses solely on the impact camp has on women’s 
lives. In addition, it asked women to reflect on their experiences as much as 60 years 
post-participation. For women in this study, the skills they gained had lasting impacts 
that were transferable to their everyday lives.

Study Limitations

One possible limitation of this study was the use of memories to recall an experience. 
Human experiences are perishable, nontransferable, and subject to decline over time. 
Because people cognitively organize their experiences using framing and schemas, 
which are based upon their own history, past experiences, and knowledge, no two 
individuals frame experience in exactly the same way. Furthermore, memory has gaps, 
and because no two people frame experience in exactly the same way, people do not 
recall the same aspects of their experience in identical ways. As a result, gaps in recall 
are unconsciously filled using a cognitive process called intellectual inferencing 
(Grove, Bunning, Porter, & Olsson, 1999). As explained by Grove et al. (1999), infer-
encing involves “the activation of prior knowledge, as well as the feelings and atti-
tudes influenced by the participants and the context in which they operate” (p. 194). 
Garst, Willams, and Roggenbuck (2010) noted how intellectual inferencing may have 
affected the accuracy of described experiences and associated meanings in their study 
of camping experiences. Similarly, James, Henderson, and Garst (2008), in their study 
of camp directors’ affective connections to nature, noted that their respondents’ use of 
heuristics (unconscious process for decision making) may have biased their recall. In 
the current study, alumni perceptions of the camp experience, as memories recalled 
years or even decades later, may have been subject to this type of unconscious bias.

Although women’s responses may have been biased, it is important to note that 
women who responded to this survey did so willingly, with no financial compensation 
or incentive. Women reported several outcomes and benefits of an all-female camp 
experience and very few women dissented any positive impacts of camp or all-female 
programs (0.04%), and no dissention was described in women’s response to the other 
research questions. The women who took the time to complete this survey were fully 
supportive of the benefits of camp and the camp experience as a whole.

Another limitation of this study included the lack of racial/ethnic diversity present in 
the study. Ninety-eight percent of the women reported their racial/ethnic background as 
White. Due to the randomized, anonymous methods of this study, purposeful sampling 
was not implemented and therefore these experiences may or may not apply to more 
diverse backgrounds. Future research should include purposeful sampling to examine 
the outcomes and benefits of all-female programs for diverse backgrounds.

Conclusion

While many of the findings of this study support prior evidence of youth development 
outcomes at camp, this study also illuminates the lasting impact of all-female camp 
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experiences across a woman’s lifespan. When girls’ camps were first created, the pri-
mary goals were to develop leadership (Miranda & Yerkes, 1996) and to challenge 
girls to be strong, independent, skillful, respectful, self-sufficient, courageous, and 
capable of leadership (Miller, 2007). This study suggests that all-female camps do sup-
port the early visionaries goals of providing space for young girls to gain these skills, 
and that these skills are transferable to their everyday lives. This retrospective study 
allowed the researchers to examine the long-term impacts of all-female camp experi-
ences on women’s lives. Findings from this study suggest that even a century after the 
girls’ camping movement gained momentum, camp still provides opportunities for 
girls to develop leadership and social skills, gain resilience, self-reliance, self-esteem, 
confidence and independence, promote career skills, and challenge gender norms.

This study adds to the growing body of research on the impact of camp, and also 
adds a new dynamic providing a retrospective analysis of camp alumnae focused on 
girls/women’s experiences. During the early creation of camps and the camping move-
ment, all camps were separated based on gender (Paris, 2001). Today, only 17% are 
female-only (ACA, 2015). This study demonstrates that all-female camp experiences 
are still relevant and that women (who participated in an all-female program) report a 
variety of benefits. These findings add to the significance of single-sex programs and 
provide evidence and support that all-female camp environments provide meaningful 
experiences.
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