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Abstract   

Consistent evidence indicates that urban youth, and particularly youth of color, report relatively low levels 

of participation in quality youth program experiences and spend less time outdoors as compared to non-

urban and White youth. Outdoor adventure camps (OACs) provide an excellent opportunity for engaging 

these youth in experiences that can help promote positive youth development (PYD). In the present 

study, we examined the experiences and perceptions of 75 urban youth who participated in a 3-day high 

adventure camp experience. Through a mixed-method approach, results indicated that urban youth from 

all racial and ethnic backgrounds grew in several PYD outcomes including social competencies and self-

improvement capacities. Many youth also reported growing in their connection to nature as a 

consequence of participating in the OAC. Youth thought camp was a positive and worthwhile experience, 

reflecting key attributes of a PYD setting. Overall, the OAC provided a challenging and engaging growth 

environment for youth. Findings highlight implications for socially just and culturally inclusive outdoor 

adventure programming aimed at diverse urban youth. 
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Introduction 

Engagement in quality youth programs is beneficial for all youth (e.g., Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 

2016). However, participation rates in quality experiences for youth of color, especially those 

from lower-income urban backgrounds, are relatively low compared to White youth (e.g., 

Browne Gillard, & Garst, 2019; Fredericks & Simpkins, 2012). Youth of color and urban youth 

also spend less time in the outdoors and report more constraints to nature-based recreation 

than White youth (Larson, L. R., Green & Cordell, 2011; Larson, L. R. et al., 2018; Matz, Stieb, 

& Brion, 2015). These disparities are exacerbated by a history of White privilege and minority 

oppression in outdoor settings (Warren, Roberts, Breunig, & Alvarez, 2014). Such inequities are 

concerning because they occur during a developmental period when providing opportunities for 

“expanding horizons, autonomy, challenge, voice, and decision-making” (Saito & Sullivan, 2011, 

p. 111) is essential. 

 

Outdoor adventure camps (OACs) can serve as developmental turning points to expose youth to 

new and diverse people and experiences (Rose-Krasnor & Ramey, 2018), helping them meet 

developmental needs and strengthening their connection to nature. These camps exemplify 

many characteristics of positive youth development (PYD) programs (Sibthorp & Morgan, 2011), 

fostering personal growth in outcomes such as empowerment, positive values, and positive 

identity (Norton & Watt, 2014; Thurber, Scanlin, Scheuler, & Henderson, 2007) and creating 

experiences that promote life skills (e.g., Hattie, Marsh, Neill, & Richards, 1997). However, not 

much is known about the conditions that promote positive outcomes in adventure programming 

(Deane & Harré, 2014), especially for diverse groups of youth (Browne et al., 2019). There is a 

need for more information about the impacts of “less structured, but intense activities” (Rose-

Krasnor & Ramey, 2018, p. 688). OACs may differentially impact youth of color as well (Green, 

Kleiber, & Tarrant, 2000; Warren et al., 2014). Few studies have examined how urban youth of 

color engage with OACs (Browne et al., 2019; Norton & Watt, 2014).  

 

In the present study, we examined the experiences and perceptions of racially and ethnically 

diverse youth from urban communities across eight states who participated in a 3-day high 

adventure camp experience. We defined “urban youth” using Ellison’s (2013) broad definition of 

“urban,” based on “population density, land use practices, or socio-economic-political processes 

and interactions” (p. 181). The participants in this study came from cities in which populations 

were greater and denser than the surrounding areas and populations reflected a high degree of 

diversity of race and class. Through a mixed-methods approach, we aimed to explore ways in 

http://jyd.pitt.edu/


Journal of Youth Development   |   http://jyd.pitt.edu/   |   Vol. 14   Issue 4  DOI  10.5195/jyd.2019.809         

Urban Youth and Outdoor Adventure Camp 

 

124 

which OAC participation was linked to growth in positive youth competencies and aspects of the 

experience that were most salient to youth development.  

 

Outdoor Adventure Camps and Positive Youth Development 

OACs provide engaging and risky activities designed to help participants recognize their own 

weaknesses, strengths, and resources, focusing on competition within the individual and 

cooperation among group members to achieve goals (Ewert, 1989). These goals foster growth 

on multiple fronts including self-concept, resiliency, interpersonal skills, leadership, problem 

solving, and environmental awareness, highlighting potential connections between high-quality 

OAC experiences and multiple dimensions of PYD (Bowen, Neill, & Crisp, 2016; Ewert & 

Yoshino, 2011; Garst, Browne, & Bialeschki, 2011; Sibthorp, Paisley, & Gookin, 2007; Thurber 

et al., 2007). Meta-analyses have revealed that adolescents who attend adventure 

programming are 62-65% better off than their peers on diverse PYD outcomes (Cason & Gillis, 

1994; Hattie et al., 1997). 

 

When examining youth development programming, youth-perceived quality of the setting has a 

powerful influence on engagement and opportunities for development (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 

2016). Key characteristics include positive youth-adult relationships, positive peer connections, 

and engagement in activities (Vandell, 2013). Sibthorp and colleagues (2007) found that 

outcomes for youth in adventure programming were related to rapport with adult leaders, 

supportive groups, and individual empowerment. In addition, quality OACs have clear goals, 

require focus and diligence, provide skill-building opportunities, and challenge youth (Caldwell, 

2005). Additionally, OAC activities are often fun and promote youth engagement through 

youths’ own volition, thereby fostering initiative (Larson, R. W., 2000). However, a growing 

body of research questions whether these outcomes and program elements would apply for 

youth from culturally diverse backgrounds (Browne et al., 2019). 

 

Urban Youth and Outdoor Adventure Camps 

As OACs have traditionally engaged White youth from higher socioeconomic backgrounds 

(Browne at al., 2019), few studies have examined the impacts of these experiences on other 

populations (e.g., urban youth of color). Efforts to engage youth of color in OACs have grown in 

response to changing demographics in the United States (Gress & Hall, 2017) with calls to 

promote access to and positive interactions with nature (White et al., 2016). Through 

scholarship programs and similar initiatives, racially and socioeconomically diverse youth have 
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enhanced access to OACs. However, addressing financial barriers does not eliminate systemic 

inequalities and power disparities these youth confront at camp (Breunig, 2019; Browne et al., 

2019). Despite the rise in opportunities and growth in research regarding marginalized youth 

and OACs (Caldas, Broaddus, & Winch, 2016; Gress & Hall, 2017; Lekies Yost, & Rode, 2015), 

limitations persist. 

 

First, studies are rarely comprehensive due to their focus on specific aspects of youth 

experiences. For example, because enhancing nature-based engagement is a key goal of these 

efforts, youth experiences of nature (Lekies et al., 2015) or wilderness attitudes (Gress & Hall, 

2017) were often the constructs of interest. Other studies focused on broader outcomes of 

OACs for youth of color, but did not consider potential processes that impact development (e.g., 

Caldas et al., 2016; Green et al., 2000). Additionally, most research on wilderness and 

adventure education outcomes has focused on immersive experiences spanning multiple weeks 

(e.g., Bowen et al., 2016; Ewert & Yoshino, 2011). Few studies have examined the impacts of 

shorter adventure-based camp programming, which may serve as a gateway to longer 

experiences for youth unfamiliar with the outdoors (Norton & Watt, 2014; Orren & Werner, 

2007). These short, intense experiences that push youth out of their “comfort zones” can be 

turning points for both personal growth and connection to nature.  

 

Finally, though non-White and low-income youth are rarely exposed to OACs (Browne et al., 

2019), evidence suggests the benefits of these experiences may transcend demographics 

(Cason & Gillis, 1994; Hattie et al., 1997; Thurber et al., 2007). Because youth of color display 

lower participation rates in high-quality youth programs (Fredericks & Simpkins, 2012) and 

outdoor recreation in general (Larson, L. R. et al., 2018), short-term OACs might be an ideal 

step into nature-based programs. However, while efforts to engage marginalized youth through 

socially-just programming opportunities are important, broader developmental outcomes may 

be achieved only if these programs are designed to be culturally inclusive (Warren et al., 2014). 

Transporting urban youth of color into the wilderness may be insufficient; the meaning and 

benefits youth derive from their experiences depends on how camps foster individual agency, 

autonomy, and connections to other campers and the camp setting (Breunig, 2019). 

 

The Present Study 

Our study sought to address existing gaps by evaluating the impacts of a short-term OAC 

experience on diverse urban youth. Our investigation employed quantitative and qualitative 

methods to address the following questions:  
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1. Following the OAC experience, did youth report personal growth and changes in PYD 

outcomes? 

2. What were the most positive aspects of the OAC experience? 

3. What aspects of the OAC experience could be improved to maximize positive impacts on 

participants? 

 

We also explored how outcomes and experiences differed by race/ethnicity when comparisons 

were possible (e.g., quantitative indicators). While our approach employed somewhat 

hegemonic methods and interpretations of OAC experiences, two aspects are novel. First, we 

made a concerted effort to explore the experiences of non-White youth from urban 

backgrounds, an understudied group. Second, our mixed-methods approach answers calls to 

capture authentic youth voices in evaluations and explore PYD, a key outcome of interest to 

OACs. 

 

Method 

Sample 

We evaluated the experiences of urban youth who participated in a 3-day OAC experience at a 

high adventure camp located in the mountains of West Virginia. One hundred ninety-seven 

youth participated in the OAC. At home, these youth were participants in career-oriented after-

school programming (58.2%) or Housing and Urban Development programming (41.8%) in 

urban areas (Ellison, 2013) across eight different states. Site leaders from both types of 

programs were invited to attend the OAC through a message announcing a partnership 

between the programs sent to site leaders across the country. Site leaders interested in 

participating in the OAC recruited youth participants. Youth and adult leaders were provided 

support for their travel and attendance commensurate with need. For many attendees, this was 

their first camping experience (Scoutingwire, 2016). 

 

OAC activities included canopy tours, climbing walls, shooting sports, mountain biking, and 

water-based events. As the OAC site provides year-round programming, activities available for 

youth were already set. Youth, however, had autonomy to choose activities throughout the day. 

Youth stayed in tents in the same campground. Breakfast and dinner were provided in the site 

mess hall with portable lunches provided. Each evening ended with a program-wide social 

event. Although social interactions among different groups of campers—a key element of camp-
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based youth development (Jostad, Sibthorp, Pohja, & Gookin, 2015)—were encouraged, the 

primary emphasis of the OAC was on experiencing new activities and personal challenges. 

 

Out of 197 youth attendees, the study sample included 75 participants who completed surveys 

after the 3-day event; 40% of these surveyed youth were from Housing and Urban 

Development programming. Youth who completed the surveys ranged in age from 13 to 21 

years, and the average age of survey participants was 16.76 (SD = 2.23) with 54.7% males and 

45.3% females. The survey sample was racially and ethnically diverse: 37.9% reported being 

Hispanic or Latino/a, 31.0% Black or African American, 24.1% White or Caucasian, 3.4% 

multiracial or multiethnic, and 3.4% another race or ethnicity.1 An additional 48 youth 

participated in small group interviews. In order to explore the perceptions and experiences of 

diverse participants, the interviewers recruited youth from both types of programming and who 

reflected the racial and ethnic diversity of the full sample. Twenty-three interviewees identified 

as male and 25 as female. 

 

Procedures 

Youth gathered together on the last day of camp to complete questionnaires about their camp 

experiences and camp-mediated changes on diverse PYD outcomes. Questionnaires included 

quantitative measures and a series of open-ended questions. The research team administered 

the questionnaires and were available to answer any questions.  

 

Two trained members of the research team also conducted small-group, semi-structured 

interviews during the second day of the event. Each interview involved two to four participants 

and averaged 15 to 20 minutes. Youth were recruited to participate in the interviews as they 

waited to participate in an activity or were engaged in unstructured down time. To address 

concerns of power differential between interviewer and interviewees, the interviewers dressed 

in casual clothes that matched the setting. Interviewers also participated in activities and were 

visible to participants prior to interviews to build comfort with their presence. Interviewers only 

approached youth who were with other young people. Interviewers also allowed youth to 

decide if, when, and where they would like participate in an interview. Youth were informed 

that the interviewers were not employed by the OAC or either of the participating programs, 

                                                                                                                                        
1 Comparisons of the demographics of the final survey sample to the full set of youth who participated in camp 

revealed several minor, but non-significant, differences (all p values > .05), differences. The total set of 

program youth was composed of Black or African American (38.2%); Hispanic or Latino/a (33.6%); 19.8% 

Caucasian; 4.6% multiracial or multiethnic; and 3.8% another race or ethnicity. The average age of all 

participants was 16.40 (SD = 1.96) and 60.8% male.  
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and that their individual responses would not be shared with anyone. Snacks and drinks were 

provided during the interviews. To limit reactivity, interviewers emphasized to participants that 

there were no right or wrong answers, actively listened, and rarely interjected (Seidman, 2013). 

Interviewers worked to build rapport with youth as a way to reduce response bias (Capella, 

1990).  

 

Quantitative Measures 

Youth-Reported Personal Growth.  

On the questionnaire, youth were asked “How much, if any, has your experience as a camper 

changed your ability to do each of the following things?” Youth reported whether they 1 

(decreased), 2 (did not change), 3 (increased a little bit), or 4 (increased a lot) for 16 different 

outcome variables (See Table 1). Each item was selected based on collaboration between the 

researchers and program leaders to identify outcomes linked to program leaders’ goals for the 

OAC experience that would also be practical to collect in an OAC setting. Items were based on 

existing scales such as the Five Cs of PYD (Bowers et al., 2010). While single-item measures 

can be problematic, prior research has pointed to the reliability and validity of youth-reported, 

single-item measures ranging from grades (Kuncel, Credé, & Thomas, 2005) to health (Fosse & 

Haas, 2009). In analyses, we incorporated the “decreased” responses into the “did not change” 

category because only nine responses out of a possible 1200 (0.75% of responses) indicated a 

decrease. 

 

Youth Perspectives of OAC Quality. 

Youth were also asked their sense of belonging at camp, engagement with camp activities, and 

relationships with camp staff and peers. Sense of belonging was measured using the five-item 

Belonging Scale developed by Public/Private Ventures (Gambone & Arbreton, 1997). A sample 

item is “I feel like I belonged here.” Positive relationships with staff were measured using an 

adaptation of four items from the Camp Program Quality Assessment (Akiva, 2009). A sample 

item is “Staff used a warm tone of voice and respectful language here.” Positive relationships 

with peers at camp was measured using Rosenthal and Vandell’s (1996) six-item Peer Affiliation 

scale. A sample item is “I liked the other kids here.” Engagement with camp activities was 

measured using four items from the Program Participation Motivation Scale (Akiva, Cortina, 

Eccles, & Smith, 2013). A sample item is “The activities here were important to me.” Youth 

responses on all items ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Cronbach’s 

alphas for the four scales ranged from .90 to .93.  
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Analyses of quantitative items included examining overall youth responses and testing whether 

youth PYD and perceptions of camp quality differed due to youth race/ethnicity through a series 

of χ2 tests and ANOVAs.   

 

Qualitative Measures 

 Open-ended questions were also included on the questionnaire so that participants could 

provide their perceptions of the OAC experience. These items included “What was your favorite 

part about camp?”; “What was the most challenging part about camp?”; and “What would you 

change, if anything about camp?” 

 

All small group interviews conducted during day 2 of the camp experience were recorded and 

then transcribed for analysis. Example questions included “What did you hope to get out of the 

experience?”; “What are some of the things you learned about yourself at camp?”; “What’s 

something that you will take away from this experience?; and “How did this experience help 

you feel more connected to nature?  

 

Grounded in a constructivist epistemology (Lincoln, Lynham & Guba, 2011), conventional 

content analysis was used to code responses (Hseih & Shannon, 2005). All members of the 

research team coded the transcripts and open-ended responses, increasing the rigor of the 

process (Hruschka et al., 2004). Each coder independently coded (i.e., identified segments of 

text based on meaning) the data and then coders met to reconcile any discrepancies. The most 

salient codes within each question were identified based on frequency. The authors then 

conducted a thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2012) on the text associated with the most 

salient codes. Patterns and associations across codes were used to construct overarching 

themes (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Triangulation across multiple coders reduced the potential 

influence of bias and enhanced the validity of interpretations (Creswell & Miller, 2000).  

 

Results 

Results are organized to address each question. We integrated quantitative and qualitative 

findings to provide a more comprehensive understanding of experiences and outcomes. 
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RQ1: Following the OAC Experience, Did Youth Report Personal Growth and 

Changes in PYD Outcomes? 

In general, youth reported multiple forms of personal growth and PYD associated with the camp 

experience (Table 1). To account for the positive effect that often comes when youth are asked 

to reflect on recent camping experiences (Gillard, Watts, & Witt, 2009), we focused on item 

responses that were significantly different from chance response rates (33% in each category) 

and were also supported by convergent evidence derived from qualitative data. Five OAC 

outcomes met these criteria. Over half of the youth reported “increasing a lot” as a result of 

their camp experience for four items: “Challenge myself,” χ2 (2, n = 75) = 42.56, p < .001; 

“Work together with others,” χ2 (2, n = 75) =18.96, p < .001; “Make friends with others,” χ2 (2, 

n = 75) =17.84, p < .001; and “Try to be my best,” χ2 (2, n = 75) =12.08, p = .002. These 

positive changes point to the camp’s capacity to nurture positive relationships and to push 

participants beyond their comfort zones. Many youth also reported substantial increases in their 

sense of connection to nature, χ2 (2, n = 75) =8.960, p =.011. Analyses did not indicate any 

differences in responses to these five items due to youth race/ethnicity (χ2 values ranged from 

4.16 to 9.03, all p values > .05). 

 

Short-answer responses also highlighted similar areas of personal growth. Trying and 

experiencing new things (11.7%) and being challenged and facing fears (11.7%) were most 

frequently identified as youth’s favorite part about camp. In many cases, new experiences 

centered on time in a unique nature setting (e.g., “I’m not around this stuff very often”). In 

others, new experiences included aspects such as “getting to meet new people and making 

friends . . . we get to learn new things about each other and find out new things about 

ourselves.”2  

 

Analyses of small group interviews revealed that participants identified learning new skills as the 

best indication of personal growth during the experience. New skills youth reported learning 

during the OAC revolved around pushing themselves to try new things. According to one 

participant, youth “experienced a lot of things [they’ve] never done” such as being “in the 

woods, camping, surviving. Learning how to do stuff you don’t normally do.” The benefits of the 

experience were acknowledged as a participant noted, “I’ve never slept in a tent before or 

anything like that, so this is definitely been a change for me, but I think it’s pretty cool.” 

Another youth summarized the experience as “an opportunity you can’t turn down because you 

                                                                                                                                        
2 Full set of youth responses available from the first author upon request.  
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learn a lot. Even if you don’t like nature, if you like being inside all day, it really puts you out of 

your comfort zone. You learn things are not going to hurt you. It’s all positives.” Youth also saw 

the benefits of having peers with them to take on these new challenges: “It’s really good that 

we get the opportunity to push each other, and kind of rely on each other. . . . There’s a lot of 

things that individually we didn’t want to do. Doing it together has really helped us.” 

 

Table 1. Percentage (%) of Youth Who Reported Personal Growth Linked To Short-

Term Outdoor Adventure Camp Participation (n = 75) 

 

Outcome 

Increased 

a lot 

Increased 

a little bit 

Did not 

change 

Challenge myself 68.0 22.7 9.3 

Work together 56.0 28.0 16.0 

Make friends 56.0 18.7 25.3 

Try to be my best 52.0 21.3 26.7 

Feel connected to nature 49.3 28.0 22.7 

Be happy the way I am 49.3 22.7 28.0 

Learn from mistakes 46.7 29.3 24.0 

Do what is right 46.7 24.0 29.3 

Listen to others 45.3 29.3 25.3 

Finish what I start 44.0 29.3 26.7 

Take responsibility 44.0 26.7 29.3 

Career exploration 42.7 13.3 44.0 

Be a good leader 40.0 38.7 21.3 

Solve problems 38.7 41.3 20.0 

Show self control 37.3 37.3 25.3 

Make good decisions 36.0 34.7 29.3 

Notes. Percentages in table are valid percent of youth who responded to the items. “Did not change” 

category also includes a few youth responses of “Decreased.” 

 

RQ2: What Were the Most Positive Aspects of the OAC Experience?  

Overall, youth felt a sense of belonging (M = 3.84, SD = 0.79) at the camp and reported 

positive relationships with their peers (M = 3.59, SD = 1.00). They also reported particularly 

favorable responses to their relationships with staff (M = 4.31, SD =0.73) and their 

engagement with the activities (M = 4.33, SD = 0.66). We conducted repeated measures 
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ANOVA to examine whether youth perceived these four program aspects to be of different 

quality. The repeated measures ANOVA results with a Greenhouse-Geisser correction indicated 

that there were significant differences in how these program aspects were perceived, F (1.94, 

139.71) = 34.34, p < .001. Post hoc analyses (paired t-tests with a Bonferroni correction, α/6 = 

.008) indicated that youth viewed engagement with the activities and relationships with staff 

significantly higher than they perceived their sense of belonging and relationships with peers (t 

ranged from 5.45 to 7.05, all p values < .001). Sense of belonging, in turn, was also rated 

significantly higher than relationships with peers, t (72) = 3.19, p = .002. Analyses did not 

indicate any differences in average rating of each dimension due to youth race/ethnicity (F 

values ranged from 0.43 to 2.08, all p values > .05).  

 

Open-ended responses supported youth ratings of the quality of the OAC experience. That is, 

almost half of the participants focused on the activities themselves as their favorite part 

(48.5%, with zip lining as one of the major highlights). The second most frequently described 

favorite part of camp was bonding with others (19.4%), which affirmed the high sense of 

belonging and relatively positive peer relationships.  

 

In small group interviews, participants identified the activities, spending time outdoors, and 

meeting new people as the most enjoyable aspects of camp. Youth thought the experience was 

worthwhile and enjoyable. Activities were recognized as contributing to enjoyment, as one 

participant indicated: “You get to do a lot, where at home you’re not doing much.” Another 

youth said, “It’s a ton of fun. At first, it didn’t seem like it was going to be worth the 24-hour 

drive, but it’s already worth it.” A third offered a lifetime benefit of the experience: “We don’t 

have any of this at home, like activities here. We can take that back and tell other people about 

it. We can cross some stuff off our bucket list.” 

 

Spending time outdoors was also noted by participants as a key aspect to the experience, with 

many youth recognizing the simplicity of just experiencing nature through reflections such as: 

“Walking on the trails is like, you might be tired, but it’s really nice getting out and seeing 

everything;” and “It’s…like a peaceful place where you can just get out there and get your mind 

away from everything… and just try to have some fun and not worry about things.” 

 

Participants also described the value of novel nature-based experiences. Many youth noted that 

spending time outdoors greatly contributed to their enjoyment and impacted the way they think 

about nature. One participant observed the soothing power of nature: “One thing I did like is 

when you’re in your tent and all you hear is nature, it’s really calming” and another participant 
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pointed to the positive experience of being an outdoor setting: “I liked it because I like nature. I 

like how fresh it feels. The air, I know it sounds weird, but when you breathe in the air, it’s 

fresh. It’s nice. And over there [a large city in Texas], it’s not as nice.”  

 

Another contributor to youth enjoyment during camp was meeting new people. Youth noted the 

experience provided opportunities for connecting with others as they enjoyed “Meeting new 

people, and the sense of like teamwork.” including those “from other states, maybe cities 

around our area.” The OAC experience also provided opportunities for getting to know youth 

from one’s own program better. For example, a participant explained, “In our training meetings 

it's so awkward because none of us really knew each other, because we all came in at different 

times. … We came here and all of us bonding, having no problem with it… it's a lot of fun.” 

 

RQ3: What Aspects of OAC Experience Could Be Improved to Maximize Potential 

Impacts on Participants? 

Although enjoyed by most youth, high adventure activities were also the most frequently cited 

challenge of the experience (noted by 36.1% of youth). The perils of camping and outdoor 

living also appeared to weigh on quite a few participants (20.8%). For example, one participant 

indicated struggles “getting used to the outdoor showers, bugs in the tent, and mud.” Another 

participant pointed to the challenge of “keeping my phone charged to document my 

experience!” Almost a fifth of participants (19.4%) indicated that the amount of walking 

between activities and stations was difficult. When asked what they would change about the 

experience, most recommendations reflected these perceived challenges. For example, a 

number of participants (22.8%) indicated ways to alter the accommodations to enhance 

comfort (e.g., cabins, hot showers). Many wanted to see a greater variety of activities, including 

some better tailored to different skill levels (13.9%). Other campers (12.7%) lamented the 

large distances between activities and advocated for transportation options or reported that 

food options could be improved (12.7%). 

 

Analyses of the small group interviews revealed similar challenges. A key theme was that 

participants viewed getting lost and being unprepared for camping as the most challenging 

aspects of the experience. For example, a participant indicated, “It’s a little hard to find things. 

We were hoping there would be a little bit more signs, but we also had a little bit of a difficult 

time reading the maps.” Another participant “didn’t anticipate how dirty it would be… I never 

been camping for a week. I came under-prepared.” In many cases these issues stemmed from 

home program staff and OAC site staff not properly preparing youth with limited nature-based 
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experiences for the camp setting. A participant expressed how their group was not properly 

equipped for camping: “… Just not being really prepared as we should have been. For one, we 

don’t have flashlights so we’re having to improvise and use our phones and stuff like that. Not 

bringing water shoes. I had to use my own shoes.” 

 

Discussion 

Our multi-method assessment of youth perspectives of an OAC revealed that a majority of 

diverse urban youth viewed the camp as worthwhile and benefited from the experience in many 

ways, impacting several PYD outcomes. Benefits were reported by urban youth across all 

racial/ethnic backgrounds. It is important to consider that youth, particularly youth of color less 

familiar with outdoor settings (Breunig, 2019), may have responded in a more positive way due 

to social desirability or due to the positive affect that comes at the end of an intensive 

experience (Gillard et al., 2009). We therefore focused on youth-reported OAC outcomes that 

were supported by multiple data sources.  

 

Our findings extend prior research indicating personal growth following OAC participation 

(Ewert, 1989; Hattie et al., 1997). Youth reported that they grew in social competencies (“Make 

friends with others” and “Work together with others”) and self-improvement capacities 

(“Challenge myself” and “Try to be my best”). Therefore, the camp benefited two dimensions of 

skills important for PYD: social skills and internal motivation (Gutman & Schoon, 2016; Larson, 

R. W., 2000). We did not observe differences among racial/ethnic groups on these outcomes. 

These findings are encouraging, and align with previous work suggesting that all youth, 

regardless of background, can benefit from OAC experiences (Norton & Watt, 2014). Results 

indicated that the OAC provided a challenging and engaging opportunity for youth who rarely 

experience such opportunities (Browne et al., 2019), reflecting key attributes of PYD settings 

(Larson, R. W., 2000). Key aspects of the experience for youth were bonding with others, 

challenging themselves, and appreciating the value of trying new things. These findings are 

consistent with the expected outcomes of short term, intense activities such as OACs (Rose-

Krasnor & Ramey, 2018). Youth reported that the experience helped them nurture positive 

connections with others and pushed them beyond their comfort zones in a positive way. By 

providing novel challenging opportunities, the camp allowed participants to develop and test 

new knowledge and skills (Garst et al., 2011).  

 

Although many activities were unfamiliar and challenging, youth reported being highly engaged; 

in fact, the activities were participants’ favorite part of the experience. Positive engagement 
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with activities was complemented by youth-reported sense of belonging and positive 

interactions with the staff and peers. Similar studies of other youth development programs 

reinforce the importance of a caring adult–youth and peer relationships in a variety of settings 

(Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2016), including outdoor (Ungar, Dumond, & McDonald, 2005) and 

adventure programs for youth from disadvantaged backgrounds (Green et al., 2000). However, 

youth in our study were more likely to emphasize adventure sports and activities as the 

highlight of camp when compared to social interactions. This result is not surprising, for the 

OAC program we studied prioritized novel experiences and personal challenges over peer 

bonding. A stronger focus on social aspects of camp might have yielded even greater benefits 

for urban youth of color; previous research has shown that African American youth attending 

wilderness programs value group support and physical and emotional safety more than novel 

experiences (Orren & Werner, 2007).  

 

Taken together, youth experiences at camp were consistent with philosophies of PYD settings 

(e.g., Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2016) and quality out-of-school time programs (Vandell, 2013). This 

experience also reflected the three program elements required to promote initiative in youth 

(Larson, R. W., 2000): (a) youth reported having fun in the activities; (b) they were challenged 

to engage more fully in the activities; and (c) although the experience was relatively brief, there 

was also effort directed toward a goal that was marked by set-backs, contemplation, and 

selection of different strategies. The camp did not, however, attempt to be intentionally 

inclusive or culturally relevant to all groups of campers, many of whom were experiencing an 

OAC for the first time (Browne et al. 2019). While all groups of youth in our study seemed to 

benefit from the OAC, these changes are something to consider in future programs focused on 

historically marginalized youth (Breunig, 2019; Warren et al., 2014).  

 

The camp experience appeared to have a positive impact on youths’ environmental perceptions 

and connection to nature, generally conceptualized as their affective enjoyment and sense of 

oneness with the natural world (Cheng & Monroe, 2012). After camp, 49% of youth said their 

connection to nature had increased a lot, and 28% said this connection had increased a little 

bit. Interview responses during camp supported these results, demonstrating tangible changes 

in the way that youth thought about nature. These findings support the idea that camps provide 

novel settings for recreation experiences and sustained time in nature (Garst et al., 2011), 

helping to provide a number of physical, social, and psychological benefits and combat the 

“extinction of experience” plaguing contemporary youth (Louv, 2005; Soga & Gaston, 2016). 

They also support previous studies suggesting links between outdoor education and connection 

to nature (Braun & Dierkes, 2017), particularly when camps engage urban youth in natural 
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settings (Collado, Staats, & Corraliza, 2013). Despite positive feedback regarding enhanced 

nature connections, the benefits of the OAC on environmental awareness and learning were 

less clear even though informal outdoor education has the capacity to advance these learning 

goals (Falk, Heimlich, & Foutz, 2009) and gains in awareness of environmental issues have 

been reported following outdoor programs for youth from disadvantaged backgrounds (Staples, 

Larson, Worsley, Green, & Carroll, 2019; Ungar et al., 2005). Perceptions of positive 

connections to nature might be offset by the negative youth experiences in the outdoors. These 

mixed reactions to nature are consistent with prior research involving urban youth (Lekies et al, 

2015). This work suggests that environmental awareness outcomes vary significantly depending 

on the nature and structure of the programs (Sibthorp et al., 2007), such as longer stays and 

more active engagement with trained staff and instructors (Stern, Powell, & Ardoin, 2008). 

Overall, our study suggests that a short-term OAC experience might increase nature-related 

curiosity and short-term connection to nature, but lasting gains remain uncertain and might 

require longer periods of nature engagement (Braun & Dierkes, 2017). Enhanced attention to 

regular and consistent environmental socialization in closer-to-home, culturally relevant contexts 

may be necessary to achieve those goals (Kellert et al., 2017). 

 

Limitations  

There were several limitations in this study. Setting aside dedicated time to collect data with all 

youth at the end of camp was difficult, resulting in relatively low response rates. We elected to 

survey youth at breakfast prior to departure, but several groups skipped breakfast to travel 

home. Therefore, responses may not represent the full sample of camp participants. To 

alleviate this concern, we note that youth from both program types provided data, sample 

demographics matched the overall OAC participants’ demographics, small group interviews 

included youth from all programs, and camp-related benefits were identified using evidence 

from multiple sources. 

 

A second limitation is that despite our mixed-methods approach, results were based solely on 

youth perceptions. Many of these perspectives were captured using single items to assess a 

diverse set of outcomes. Although there is support for the psychometric soundness of single-

item measures for some outcomes (e.g., Fosse & Haas, 2009), such items may not fully capture 

the construct. Additional sources of data such as program leaders, site staff, and observations 

would enhance robustness of findings and limit respondent bias concerns.  

Despite our conservative analytical approach, responses might have also been influenced by 

“post-group euphoria” when self-reported data are collected soon after the camp experience 
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(Gillard et al. 2009). Additionally, it should be noted that this OAC did not incorporate strategic 

interactions and facilitated reflections that define typical adventure education experiences 

(Bowen et al., 2016; Ewert, 1989; Hattie et al., 1997), instead offering a less structured but 

intense experience. With more structure and intentional programming, PYD outcomes might 

have been greater. For example, programs with emphases beyond just adventure activities that 

integrate therapeutic group procedures are often effective for youth deemed “at-risk” (Bowen et 

al., 2016; Green et al., 2000).  

 

Although the study revealed no differences among racially and ethnically diverse youth, the 

relatively small sample size limited the statistical power to detect small differences. Finally, 

while this evaluation offered evidence of short-term changes for youth, the long-term outcomes 

of this OAC have yet to be determined. Follow-up support is key to sustaining gains for youth 

from disadvantaged backgrounds (Ungar et al., 2005), and may apply to our sample of urban 

youth with limited outdoor experience (Browne et al., 2019).  

 

Implications for Practice and Future Research 

There were several areas that could be strengthened in future OACs. The most salient 

challenges associated with the experience involved: (a) the adventure activities, which 

challenged youth to test their skills and face their fears; (b) the physical activity and endurance 

required to navigate the campus and access activities; and (c) the challenges of camping 

outdoors. While many campers complained about these aspects, they also noted the value of 

each. Consistent with prior research, our results suggest that overnight OACs can also 

contribute to physical health (Hickerson & Henderson, 2014) and mental health (Jostad et al., 

2015; Rose-Krasnor & Ramey, 2018).  

 

Many of the urban youth groups were simply not prepared for the experiences and the unique 

challenges camp presented. The reported lack of preparedness at the group level, which 

appeared to dampen the overall experience, could be addressed through pre-camp 

communication, information, and activities to prepare youth and adult participants for this type 

of adventure. These changes in framing and communication could help address recent calls for 

camp programs that are both social justice-oriented and culturally inclusive (Warren et al., 

2014). 

 

Despite overall positive perceptions of the experience, these positive views may not have been 

shared by all youth. For example, perceived sense of belonging and relationships with peers 
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were rated lower than engagement with activities and relationships with staff. Peer bonding and 

social interactions may be particularly important for urban youth of color experiencing 

unfamiliar settings (Orren & Werner, 2007), and activities and events could be designed to 

foster these relationships. Future efforts should explore ways OAC experiences can be 

structured to create inclusive and positive experiences for diverse youth (Warren et al., 2014). 

 

While this study offers some insights about the impacts of OAC on the positive development of 

diverse urban youth, questions and opportunities remain. Do the self-reported benefits of OAC 

experiences persist when youth return home? Would integration of more structured and 

intentional activities facilitating personal reflection, group interaction, and nature connection 

lead to additional PYD outcomes? Would youth reap greater benefits from participating in a 

longer outdoor recreation experience? More research is needed to understand the processes 

that lead to OAC outcomes (Bowen et al., 2016; Hattie et al., 1997) among different 

populations and across different contexts (Browne et al., 2019). Our findings highlight the 

capacity of OAC experiences to shape PYD in diverse youth, generating benefits despite 

systemic barriers to participation in a historically “White” activity (Browne et al., 2019). Youth-

serving professionals should work with partner organizations to increase access to OAC 

opportunities for youth from urban, low-income, and racial/ethnic minority backgrounds. A 

short-duration overnight program may be a realistic and fruitful place to start. 
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