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Introduction

Each year, approximately 26 million youth and adults engage in overnight summer camp programs designed to facilitate personal growth, character development, and explore new knowledge and skills, alongside peers and with the support of caring adults (American Camp Association [ACA], 2022). Compared to a 2017 ACA report, this represented a significant increase in the number of youth and adults participating in camping programs across the U.S. (ACA, 2017, 2022). When considering the impacts that the COVID-19 global pandemic had on the youth camping industry, such increases were encouraging (ACA, 2021; Burkholz, 2021; Fernandez, 2020; Povilaitis et al., 2021; Spennemen & Whitsed, 2023; Wycoff & Browne, 2021).

Youth overnight summer camping programs, especially those offered in the residential 4-H Camp format, have impacted participating youth for over a century (McCormick & McCormick, 1984; O’Malley & Roberts, 2022). The origins of formal camping programs in 4-H reportedly began in 1915, “when the first county camp for both boys and girls was conducted in Virginia” (Carter, 2006, p. 21). Previous research on youth outcomes has demonstrated that 4-H summer camps have led to increased youth leadership competency, communication ability, resiliency, positive character development, independent living skills, and citizenship engagement (Garst et al., 2011; Garton et al., 2007; Hedrick et al., 2009; Wahle et al., 2019). Further, although youth outdoor education programs were initially designed to promote leadership and interpersonal skills among students, a growing body of evidence has focused on their ability to create an environment that fosters increased content knowledge (Brown, 2012; Brown et al., 2014; Brown & Terry, 2013). 

These outcomes have demonstrated the diverse and positive impacts that participation in overnight 4-H camping programs can have on youth. In the broader literature on youth camping, however, perhaps the two most frequently reported outcomes for youth have been positive camper social and personal development, measured using the ACA’s camper learning scale (CLS) (ACA, 2013; Collins, 2019; Hall et al., 2018; Hill & Francis, 2014; Hill et al., 2019; Sibthorp et al., 2013). Existing evidence also reported a statistically significant and positive correlation between camper age and CLS outcomes (Collins, 2019; Hall et al., 2018; Hill & Francis, 2014; Hill et al., 2019). Researchers have also explored 4-H camp as a formative developmental experience, frequently targeting early elementary youth, but little research has focused on examining how these outcomes may differ across these grade levels (O’Malley & Roberts, 2022).

As such, residential summer camps can provide a unique context that has been shown to foster positive changes in youth. However, social and personal developmental outcomes have been previously documented as being complex and multi-faceted, and few holistic models have existed that take into account the diverse impacts demographics, socio-economic status (SES) and other personal and environmental characteristics impact campers’ socialization and personal growth in the youth summer camp context (Beauchamp & Anderson, 2010; Hosokawa & Katsura, 2017; Ramsey, 1988). In Louisiana, 4-H geographic regions often participate in shared programmatic efforts and events, often preparing for camp in tandem through sharing resources and hosting joint training and information programs for campers, counselors, and adult volunteers. Consequently, a critical need has emerged to more intentionally assess the differential outcomes of a 4-H youth residential camping experience across various regions, grade levels, and other key demographic indicators. 

Purpose and Objectives

This investigation was part of a larger study (see O’Malley, 2025). The intent of this study was to examine the outcomes experienced by Louisiana 4-H youth, grades four to six, regarding their experience after attending a four-day residential summer camp program. Three objectives further guided this investigation:
1. Describe the impacts of a four-day residential summer camp experience on the developmental outcomes of participating youth campers.
2. Examine the relationships among the developmental outcomes of participating youth campers regarding 4-H region and grade level.
3. Determine if a predictive model exists that explains a significant portion of the variance associated with campers’ social and personal outcomes as influenced by 4-H region and grade level.

Conceptual Framework

To guide this study, and offer additional insights into the findings, we used the 4-H youth thriving model (YTM) as a conceptual framework. The key components of the YTM include: (1) developmental context, (2) youth thriving, (3) developmental outcomes, and (4) long-term outcomes (4-H Program Leader Working Group, 2025; Arnold & Gagnon, 2019). The YTM posits that when youth are cultivated in a developmental context that focuses on belonging, developmental relationships, and identifying youths’ spark, effective thriving and growth can occur as measured by seven distinct indicators. Following these optimum learning opportunities, youth can achieve growth across six developmental outcomes areas, which can further support positive, long-term outcomes. 

Figure 1 

4-H Youth Thriving Model (4-H Program Leader Working Group, 2025)
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The unique developmental context of a youth overnight summer camp program offers a high-quality learning environment, particularly conducive to facilitating youth thriving. In addition to standard camp orientation procedures, which included an overview of 4-H expectations, culture, and basic camp information critical to a successful week at camp, campers participating in the 2023 Louisiana 4-H Summer Camp program also participated in a camp tour, swim test, and cabin icebreaker session. Campers were also introduced to critical 4-H Youth Thriving Model concepts including belonging, highlighting the robust diversity present among the campers each week and encouraging campers to find their spark while participating in the many diverse activities at 4-H Summer Camp (Arnold & Gagnon, 2020). 

Methods 

Due to the retrospective nature of this study, we used an ex-post facto, quasi-experimental research design (Campbell & Stanley, 1963). The target population for this study was campers participating in the 2023 Louisiana 4-H Summer Camp Program. We captured a census of total campers participating in the 2023 Louisiana 4-H Summer Camp Program (N = 2,215) in this study. After removing all data from campers without parental consent, and from those who departed from camp prior to completion, 2,068 eligible surveys remained. Campers were predominantly 4th Graders (n = 902; 42%), with the largest group representing the Southwest 4-H region (n = 679; 31%).

To achieve the primary purpose of this study, we utilized the existing ACA CLS instrument, designed to assess generalized camp outcomes among six to nine-year-olds (ACA, 2022). Reliability measures were reassessed using an exploratory factor analysis on the population of campers attending the 2023 4-H Summer Camp Program (N = 2,215). The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was determined to be .86, corroborating previous psychometrics (ACA, 2013; Hill et al., 2016). Item-to-total correlations ranged from .29 to .61, with 13 of the 14 coefficients exceeding .40, with eight of those exceeding .50. Random effects analysis of variance highlighted no significant interviewer variance, which was critical due to the young age of respondents. Additional studies using the CLS instrument also reported reliability coefficients exceeding .85, with item-to-total correlations greater than .50 (ACA, 2013; Hill et al., 2016). Finally, we also examined instrument content validity using an external panel of experts who determined it to be appropriate for the research context. 

At the time of the study, the lead investigator was a doctoral student at Louisiana State University. During that time, he also served as the program coordinator for the Louisiana 4-H Camp. In this role, he facilitated programs and events, curriculum development, and staff training and professional developed associated with programs at the residential 4-H camp. As a result, he had access to data and contacts that shaped the programmatic structure and content of the camping program. Therefore, to acknowledge and address this potential bias, the study design and data analyses were subjected to critical feedback with external members of the research team. 

We used means and standard deviations for objectives one to analyze the data. Meanwhile, for objective two, we used a series of point-biserial correlational analyses to examine relationships. Finally, we used a stepwise regression analysis approach for objective three to determine if a model existed to predict campers’ outcomes based on key personal characteristics. 

Findings
Objective 1

The first objective described the impact of a four-day residential summer camp experience on the developmental outcomes of participating youth campers as measured by the ACA CLS instrument. The overall mean score for students’ developmental outcomes was 3.21, interpreted as most campers reported as having learned a little through their camp experience.  Although the ACA CLS instrument was designed as a single, uni-dimensional measure of generalized social-emotional camp learning, two distinct sub-scales emerged during exploratory data analysis. Therefore, items in the instrument were subjected to a factor analysis to determine if more than one construct could be described in the instrument. Further examination of the items within each associated factor led the researchers to name factor one prosocial self-efficacy. We interpreted the prosocial self-efficacy sub-scale as youth’s prosocial orientations and openness to challenges and discovery, which are directly aligned with YTM. The mean index score for factor one was 3.32, interpreted as most campers reported as having learned a little. Factor loadings for the seven items on prosocial self-efficacy ranged from .547 to .708, which is considered acceptable. 

We interpreted the second factor as transcendent growth, suggesting that the youth grow in areas such as maturity and self-responsibility. The mean index score for factor two was 3.10, meaning that most campers reported having learned a little after their camp experience. The seven items on the transcendent growth factor had factor loadings ranging from .350 to .778, which is acceptable.

Objective 2

Objective two sought to examine the relationships among youth campers’ developmental outcomes as measured by each of the two ACA CLS sub-scales regarding 4-H region and grade level. We determined that 4-H region was the only statistically significant factor. Data also indicated a statistically significant and negative relationship between the northeast region (r = -.087) and campers’ prosocial self-efficacy. Further, we found a statistically significant and negative relationship between the northeast region (r = -.052) and campers’ transcendent growth. 

When examining relationships between campers’ prosocial self-efficacy sub-scale and grade level, the data indicated a statistically significant and positive relationship between 4th grade (r = .043) and a statistically significant and negative relationship between 6th grade (r = -.041) and campers’ prosocial self-efficacy development. Meanwhile, we found a statistically significant and positive relationship between 4th graders (r = .066) and a statistically significant and negative relationship (r = -.052) regarding their transcendent growth.

Objective 3

Objective three sought to determine if a predictive model existed that could explain a significant portion of the variance associated with campers’ outcomes as influenced by 4-H region and grade level. Therefore, two distinct multiple linear regression analyses were performed with each of the CLS sub-scales serving as the dependent variable. First, we used campers’ pro-social self-efficacy as the dependent variable, and campers’ 4-H region and grade level as independent variables. We used the stepwise entry technique due to the exploratory nature of the objective. The final regression analysis included all statistically significant variables that were shown to increase the total explained variance. Our regression analyses produced a two-variable regression model (see Table 1, Model 1). 

Table 1

Predicting Social and Personal Developmental Outcomes using Campers’ Personal Characteristics (n = 2,068)
	
	Model 1
	Model 2

	R2
	0.007***
	.012***

	Demographics
4th Grade
Northeast Region
Southeast Region
	
0.068**
-.054*
	
0.045*
-0.097***
-0.050*


Note. *p > 0.01, **p > 0.001, *** p < 0.001

This model was statistically significant (F = 7.582, p < 0.001) and predicted .7% of the variance in social and personal development outcomes as experienced by campers. The first variable that entered the model was 4th Grade (positive correlation). Considered independently, this variable explained .4% of total variance in campers’ pro-social self-efficacy. This indicated that 4th Grade campers could be predicted to experience significantly higher pro-social self-efficacy growth compared to their older counterparts in attendance (5th and 6th grade youth). The second variable that entered the model was the northeast 4-H region of participation (negative correlation), which contributed an additional .3% to the total explained variance. This suggested that campers from the northeast region of the state experienced statistically significant lower levels of pro-social self-efficacy growth compared to each other region following an overnight residential camp experience. For excluded variables, tolerance and variable inflation factor (VIF) was all within acceptable ranges, and there were no cases of excessive multi-collinearity. 

A second regression analysis was performed, using the same independent variables described above, but with campers’ transcendent growth serving as the dependent variable (see Table 1, Model 2). This analysis produced a three-variable model, which was also statistically significant in explaining 1.2% of total variance (F = 8.325, p < 0.001). The variable which entered the regression model first was northeast 4-H region of participation (negative correlation). Considered alone, this variable explained .8 % of the total variance in campers’ transcendent growth. This indicated that campers from the northeast region of the state could be predicted to experience statistically lower levels of improvements in transcendent growth when compared to each other region. The second variable entered was southeast 4-H region of participation (negative correlation), which added .2% to the explained variance in campers’ transcendent growth. This indicated that, when compared to the other regions, campers from the southeast region of the state could be predicted to experience statistically lower levels of improvements in transcendent growth. The third and final variable to enter the regression model was 4th grade (positive correlation), which contributed an additional .2% to the explained variance. This finding indicated that 4th Grade campers could be predicted to experience significantly higher transcendent growth compared to 5th and 6th graders.

Conclusions, Discussion, Implications, and Recommendations

This post ex-facto, quasi-experimental investigation explored the social and personal developmental outcomes of youth campers participating in an overnight youth camping program. The results of this study corroborated previous findings (Garst et al., 2011; Garst et al., 2020; Garton et al., 2007; Hedrick et al., 2009; Sibthorp et al., 2020) that supported the positive impacts associated with participation in an overnight youth camping experience while adding deeper insight into the diverse effects and regional implications that the Louisiana 4-H summer camp can have on prosocial self-efficacy and transcendent growth for youth.

However, it is important to note that the findings of this study challenge and conflict with previous evidence regarding positive relationships for youth regarding age, grade level, as well as social and personal outcomes following a youth overnight residential camp experience (Collins, 2019; Hall et al., 2018; Hill & Francis, 2014; Hill et al., 2019). For instance, this study found a negative relationship between 6th graders and both sub-scales assessed, while simultaneously highlighting a positive relationship between 4th graders and scores on both sub-scales. However, it is important to note that many previous studies focused on older youth, between the ages of nine to 13 years old. Therefore, future research should seek to further examine these relationships with additional samples of early elementary youth campers. Accordingly, practitioners or those otherwise engaged in youth outdoor education program planning, should carefully consider how to further support older youth in achieving higher levels of social and personal outcomes. For example, perhaps by including additional socialization and team-building activities both during and prior to camp might further equip older youth with the skills and confidence in overcoming some of the social anxiety and peer influences, typically associated with older youth as they enter adolescence.

The regression models developed through this study, while statistically significant, only account for a minimal proportion of explained variance. As such, while the results from these models were not largely generalizable, they offer additional nuance for understanding regional or geographic impacts on the social and personal developmental outcomes associated with an overnight, residential camping experience. Existing literature often focuses on the relationships between socioeconomic status (SES) or geographic isolation, which may omit influencing factors such as culture or otherwise more qualitative aspects associated with regional differences. Although the southeast Louisiana 4-H region does have slightly lower SES than the state average there may be additional socio-cultural idiosyncrasies which may be impacting campers’ social and personal developmental outcomes. For example, there are often significant political, religious, demographic, and otherwise socio-cultural differences across geographic lines. As such, we recommend that additional research be conducted to explore the intersection of cultural and socio-economic variables and campers’ pro-social self-efficacy and transcendent growth. 
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