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INTRODUCTION

Camping is an important part of 4-H youth development 
in the United States. Research shows that 4-H camp is a 
significant opportunity for positive youth development 
(Evenson, 2020; Wahle et al., 2019) and demonstrates the 
positive correlation between the quality of each program 
with the benefits of its impacts (Lile et al., 2021). A variety 
of factors contribute to the quality of a camping experience, 
including the staff ’s competency (Baldwin et al., n.d.), the felt 
atmosphere of the program, and the inclusion of a positive 
youth development framework (Hedrick et al., 2009; Roth 
& Brooks-Gunn, 2003; Taggart & Witt, 2016; Wahle et al., 
2019). The atmosphere of the camp program consists of the 
social and environmental factors of the camp; for example, 
positive relationships with counselors can contribute to an 
increase in campers’ self-esteem (Readdick & Schaller, 2005). 
In some instances, camp counselors perceive their ability to 
provide a safe camp environment as limited (Wahl-Alexander 
et al., 2016). These limitations could undermine the potential 
success of the camping program (Paver & Wahl-Alexander, 
2018).

4-H develops programming using a positive youth 
development framework made up of eight elements 
for planning effective youth development programs 
(Samuel & Rose, 2011). These eight elements are: positive 
relationships with caring adults, an inclusive environment, 
a safe environment, an opportunity to see oneself as an 

active participant in the future, an opportunity for self-
determination, an engagement in learning, an opportunity 
for mastery, and an opportunity to value and practice service 
for others (Samuel & Rose, 2011; Scott & Krinke, 2018; 
VonDielingen, 2018). Each of these essential elements is 
heavily influenced by both paid 4-H camp staff and volunteer 
counselors that facilitate 4-H camping programs (Garst et 
al., 2011). The effective application of these elements often 
depends on the training and development provided to camp 
staff (Garst et al., 2008; Gillard & Warner, 2021).

Camps provide a substantial opportunity for youth to 
develop relationships with caring adults who offer guidance 
and emotional and practical support (American Camp 
Association, 2006a). Some credit this relationship with a 
caring adult as the most important aspect of a quality camp 
experience (American Camp Association, 2006b). Therefore, 
high-quality staff training is key in creating a quality camp 
environment where all youth are accepted and have the 
opportunity to thrive (Garst et al., 2011). Additionally, 
research says that staff training is critical to achieving desired 
outcomes in youth programs (Gillard & Warner, 2021; 
Larson et al., 2009).

Most existing research centers on the outcomes of 
camping programs, but the processes that lead to those 
outcomes are often under-represented in the literature 
(Dworkin et al., 2003; Gillard & Warner, 2021). This gap 
in the research is an important one to fill and could hinge 
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on a point of service that can be controlled or influenced 
by the camp’s leadership team, such as the performance of 
camp staff (Garst, 2010). An atmosphere of positive youth 
development, created using the framework detailed above, 
is also an essential component of any youth development 
program (Roth & Brooks-Gunn, 2003; Vance, 2012).

The quality of out-of-school programming is typically 
assessed in two domains: structural and process. Structural 
quality provides a setting and context for the program model, 
whereas process quality refers to the features that influence 
the youth experience (Vandell et al., 2006). Structural quality 
includes—but is not limited to—staff training and experience, 
resources, child-staff ratios, and partnerships. Process quality 
includes factors such as the relationships between staff and 
youth, relationships among peers, and opportunities to 
build skills. These definitions show the variety of factors 
that influence the quality of a camping program; however, 
research most often reports the competency and training 
of staff as the key to successful programming (Bodilly & 
Beckett, 2005; Tolman et al., 2002; Wahle et al., 2019).

Competency can refer to a variety of elements that 
help to produce desired results (Rothwell & Graber, 2010). 
The competencies necessary for camp staff include the 
knowledge, skills, behaviors, and abilities used to provide 
youth with the best programming possible and can serve as 
standards to guide professional development and evaluate 
staff (Gillard & Warner, 2021; Starr et al., 2009; Stone et 
al., 2004). Camps across the nation employ a variety of 
staff training competency models, and although there are 
some similarities between models, there are few research-
based rubrics available that specifically define camp staff 
competencies. The American Camp Association (2016) 
outlines seven required topics for staff training. These 
topics focus on the minimum required knowledge and skills 
necessary to facilitate risk management at any youth camp, 
but they do not cover specific competencies relating to 
program activities.

Determining critical competencies for staff at 4-H 
residential camps is necessary for planning effective camp 
staff selection and training (Epley et al., 2017). A knowledge 
of staff competencies can serve as a basis for appropriate 
decision-making regarding the content of 4-H camp staff 
training and development by pinpointing what qualities 
are most important to staff success, connecting training to 
behaviors and performance, and improving communication 
with staff regarding qualifications (Rothwell & Graber, 2010).

To develop effective and successful camp programs, it is 
important to identify the most important skills and behaviors 
for staff and train them accordingly. The time that is invested 
in training programs will also provide future benefits as staff 
members further develop their skill sets through practice 
and additional training opportunities (Galloway et al., 2013). 
Competency modeling is crucial to the development of 

appropriate training strategies (Campion et al., 2019), as it 
ensures a basic level of training across the board, allowing 
leaders to make better hiring decisions, develop the best 
training activities, and properly evaluate the successes and 
failures of staff (Epley, 2014).

Despite the significance of determining the competencies 
critical for camp staff to deliver effective camping programs 
for 4-H youth, research identifying what these competencies 
are does not yet exist. The purpose of this study was to 
determine the most critical competencies for 4-H residential 
camp staff.

METHODS AND PROCEDURE

The authors used a modified three-round Delphi technique 
(Hsu & Sanford, 2007) to conduct the study, because this 
technique is effective in building consensus among a panel of 
experts. Dalkey and Helmer developed the Delphi technique 
at the Rand Corporation in the 1950s, and it is used for the 
purpose of “achieving convergence of opinion concerning 
real-world knowledge solicited from experts” (Hsu & 
Sanford, 2007, p. 2). Researchers use the Delphi method to 
build consensus among an intentionally selected panel of 
experts (Nasa et al., 2021; Niederberger & Spranger, 2020).

SELECTION OF DELPHI PANEL

The selection of subjects in a Delphi study is dependent upon 
the area of expertise required to answer the target issues (Hsu 
& Sanford, 2007; Nasa et al., 2021; Niederberger & Spranger, 
2020). The panel for this study consisted of 4-H camping 
experts from across the United States, including 4-H camp 
researchers and academics, camping program directors, 
camp center directors, program directors, and others. The 
selection process resulted in a list of 34 potential experts. 
From that group, we determined 23 to be experts in camping 
who agreed to participate in the study. The selection of these 
participants assessed their experience in 4-H camping, 
educational background, geographic location, experience 
in camp research, and experience related to staff selection, 
development, and training. Each participant received an 
informed consent letter via electronic mail.

THREE-ROUND DELPHI PROCESS

We used the three-round modified Delphi technique to 
conduct the study. Schmidt (1997) defines three steps 
for “ranking-type” Delphi studies: first, brainstorming to 
identify answers; then, narrowing the original list; and third, 
ranking the answers. After the selected panel members 
agreed to participate, we sent them each the first-round 
questionnaire and a letter describing the objectives of the 
study and formally asking them to participate. The first-
round questionnaire prompted participants to identify 
competencies that are critical to the success of residential 
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camp staff members and related behaviors. We also asked the 
experts to offer explanations for each response to help define 
the importance of each of their identified competencies. We 
then used these explanations to categorize and consolidate 
the various competencies for use in the next steps of the 
study.

During the analysis of data from the first questionnaire, 
we removed duplicate responses, recorded the number of 
experts that suggested each competency, and then grouped 
the suggested competencies into logical categories (as 
recommended by Okoli and Pawlowski (2004)). Twenty-two 
of the 23 selected panel members responded to the first-
round questionnaire (indicating a 96% response rate), listing 
a total of 155 competencies (with much overlap). We closely 
analyzed this list and condensed it to 23 unique competencies, 
descriptions, and related behaviors. This list was then used to 
develop the second iteration survey instrument.

The 23 identified competencies were consolidated in 
a list in random order to cancel bias related to the order 
of the list. This second survey asked respondents to rank 
the competencies from 1 (most important) to 23 (least 
important) based on their importance to the success of 4-H 
camp staff. We also asked that they provide feedback on each 
competency to verify that we had correctly interpreted and 
categorized each term appropriately after the first round 
(Okoli & Pawlowski, 2004; Schmidt, 1997). Nineteen of the 
23 panel members responded to the second iteration survey 
(an 83% response rate).

Additionally, this second iteration gave the experts an 
opportunity to list additional competencies and behaviors 
that may have been left off of the initial list. This step is 
necessary to ensure the validity of the study. The competencies 
that were ranked highly by over 50% of the panelists were 
retained for the final list, with a target of no more than 20–23 
items (Okoli & Pawlowski, 2004).

The responses from the second iteration survey were used 
to further refine the consensus and identify the competencies 
and related behaviors. In round three, we asked participants 
to individually rate each competency and related behavior 
on a five-point Likert-scale (1=extremely important, 2=very 
important, 3=moderately important, 4=slightly important, 
and 5=not at all important). This additional rating was used 
to validate, build consensus, and further narrow the list of 
competencies.

Twenty-two panel members responded to the third 
iteration of the survey, maintaining a 96% response rate. 
Responses were analyzed by calculating the percentage 
of participants who rated each competency as extremely 
important or very important. Respondents also had the 
opportunity to comment to explain and justify their ratings, 
as well as comment on any thoughts or ideas that they felt 
may have been left out or needed modification.

We expected the first round of data collection to result in 
many duplications and overlap among responses. We sorted, 
categorized, and interpreted these responses into a unique 
list of competencies, descriptions, and related behaviors. This 
list was reviewed for accuracy by a 4-H expert who was not a 
participant in the study.

Data from the second and third iterations of this study 
were analyzed using mode and percentages from the ranking 
and rating of the competencies respectively. This analysis led 
to the identification of priority competencies. Judgments on 
the data set were made by including only those competencies 
ranked highly by over 50% of the panelists (Stewart, 
2003).  The final list of competencies was prioritized using 
the majority ranking from the second and third iteration 
responses.

RESULTS

We analyzed responses based on the percentage of 
respondents that ranked each competency within the highest 
two-thirds of the list. Table 1 displays a summarized analysis 
of overall results from the second iteration of the survey.

Responses were analyzed by using the percentage 
of participants who rated each competency as extremely 
important or very important. Table 2 summarizes the results 
from the third round.

Many comments in the third iteration pointed to the 
interconnectedness of the competencies and the overlap in 
the behaviors that reflect success within those competencies. 
The competencies identified as critical (summarized in Table 
3) were based on analysis of the ranking of the competencies 
in the second round (Table 1) and the ratings of competencies 
in the third round (Table 2).

This three-round national Delphi led to a consensus 
among the expert panel on 15 competencies critical for 4-H 
residential camp staff to achieve high performance. The final 
list of 15 critical competencies was:

• Responsibility

• Work ethic, initiative, and independence

• Relationship building and compassion

• Teamwork

• Communication

• Judgement and maturity

• Leadership and role modeling

• Risk management and safety

• Respect and cultural competence

• Problem-solving and creativity

• Engaged and camper-centered
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Competencies
Number of Respondents 
Ranking in the Top 2/3

Percentage of Respondents 
Ranking in the Top 2/3

Ranking Order

Teamwork 19 100% 1 (Most important)
Work Ethic, Initiative, and Independence 19 100% 1
Communication 19 100% 1
Relationship Building and Compassion 19 100% 1
Problem Solving and Creativity 19 100% 1
Leadership and Role Modeling 18 95% 2
Judgment and Maturity 18 95% 2
Responsibility 18 95% 2
Respect and Cultural Competence 17 89% 3
Risk Management and Safety 17 89% 3
Organization and Time Management 15 79% 4
Knowledge of Youth Dev. Pedagogy 13 68% 5
Willingness to Learn and Accept Supervision 13 68% 5
Adaptability 13 68% 5
Engaged and Camper-Centered 12 63% 6
Program Planning 10 53% 7
Trustworthiness 10 53% 7
Positivity 5 26% 8
Enthusiasm 3 16% 9
Physical Health 2 11% 10
Teaching Ability 2 11% 10
Subject Matter Knowledge 2 11% 10
Passion for 4-H 2 11% 10 (Least important)

Table 1. Ranking of Competencies by Delphi Panel Members at the End of the Second Round (N=19)

• Adaptability

• Willingness to learn and accept supervision

• Trustworthiness, and

• Organization and time management.

DISCUSSION

It is important to identify necessary competencies for 
camp counselors and to train camp counselors in these 
competencies so they can be effective in their roles (Gillard 
& Warner, 2021). This literature highlights the significance 
of the identification of these 15 competencies critical for 
camping staff to be effective in achieving desired outcomes 
for camping programs. Training camp counselors on critical 
competencies could enable staff to create a camp atmosphere 
conducive to the overall development of each camper (Epley 
et al., 2018). For instance, training in communication is 
necessary for counselors to create a positive experience 
for campers and promote a safe camp environment (Paver 
& Wahl-Alexander, 2018). Training in leadership and 

role modeling is essential for preparing camp staff to take 
charge in group situations and leading campers to follow a 
camp counselor’s instructions and shadow their behaviors, 
which can make their camp experience enjoyable, safe, and 
educational (Indeed Editorial Team, 2021).

Further review of the 15 identified critical competencies 
also indicates that training related to these competencies 
could prepare camping staff to contribute to the 4-H 
program’s goal of positive youth development: many of these 
competencies are closely related to the eight-item framework 
of positive youth development (see introduction). For 
example, competency in ‘risk management and safety’ enables 
camp counselors to create a ‘safe environment.’ Competency 
in ‘respect and cultural competence’ contributes to creating 
an ‘inclusive environment’ (Samuel & Rose, 2011).

Epley et al. (2017) conducted a similar study with 4-H 
camp counselors in Ohio and also identified 15 competencies 
essential for camp counselors. Epley et al. (2017) identified 
the 15 competencies to be:

• health, wellness, and risk management

• supportive relationships
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Competency
Number of Respondents Rated 

as Extremely Important (1)  
or Very Important (2)

Percentage of 
Respondents Rated as 

Extremely Important (1) 
or Very Important (2)

Rating Order

Responsibility 22 100% 1 (Most important)
Engaged and Camper-Centered 22 100% 1
Work Ethic, Initiative, and Independence 21 95% 2
Risk Management and Safety 21 95% 2
Relationship Building and Compassion 21 95% 2
Teamwork 21 95% 2
Communication 20 91% 3
Trustworthiness 20 91% 3
Adaptability 19 86% 4
Leadership and Role Modeling 19 86% 4
Judgment and Maturity 19 86% 4
Willingness to Learn and Accept Supervision 19 86% 4
Positivity 19 86% 4
Respect and Cultural Competence 18 82% 5
Health and Wellness 18 82% 5
Problem Solving and Creativity 16 76% 6
Enthusiasm 14 67% 7
Organization and Time Management 12 55% 8

Knowledge of Positive Youth Development Practices 11 50%
9

Teaching Ability 11 50% 9
Subject Matter Knowledge 8 36% 10
Passion for 4H 6 27% 11
Program Planning 4 18% 12 (Least important)

Table 2. Rating of Competencies by Delphi Panel Members at the End of the Third Round (N=22)

• professionalism

• role model

• teamwork and leadership

• child and adolescent development knowledge

• thinking and problem-solving

• cultural awareness

• program planning

• teaching and facilitating

• professional development

• personal commitment

• communication

• self-direction, and

• understanding the organizational and camp 
environment.

A review of this list shows that seven of the 15 
competencies identified by Epley et al. are closely aligned 
with the 15 competencies identified by our study.

American Camp Association (n.d.) specifies 13 core 
competencies for camp counselors. These 13 competencies 
are:

• business management and practices

• diversity, equity, and inclusion

• evaluation

• family and community connections

• health and wellness

• human resources management
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• learning environment and curricula

• nature and environment

• professionalism and leadership

• program planning

• risk management

• site/facility management, and

• youth and adult growth and development.

A close comparison of these 13 core competencies with 
our results indicates that there are five overlapping core 
competencies.

The Indeed Editorial Team (2021) published 10 essential 
competencies of camp counselors, including:

• leadership

• communication

• teamwork

• creativity

• being a role model

• organization

• selflessness

• decision-making

• critical thinking, and

• patience.

The first six of these competencies are comparable with 
the results of our study.

Presley (2017) outlines 10 skills needed for camp 
counselors. These 10 skills include:

• being a good role model

• leadership

• communication skills

• problem-solving

• patience

• must like kids

• stamina

• being fair

• respect, and

• low maintenance.

The first four of these 10 camp counselor skills coincide 
with the results of our study.

The review of these literature sources (American Camp 
Association, n.d.b; Epley et al., 2017; Indeed Editorial 

Team, 2021; Presley, 2017) further confirms that the 15 
competencies identified by our study are critical for the 
success of 4-H camping staff.

Out of the 15 competencies we identified, some are 
highly critical. For instance, responsibility is a particularly 
critical competency for residential camping staff, because 
residential camping staff members are responsible for 
campers around the clock, have a significant impact on the 
camp environment, and contribute to the overall quality of 
the camping program (Epley et al., 2017; Garst et al., 2011).

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

We identified 15 competencies that are critically important 
for the success of 4-H camp staff. 4-H camping programs 
vary greatly from state to state in both their structure and 
staffing; however, 4-H camping experts largely agree on the 
competencies that are important to the success of the staff in 
their programs. Since the skills and competency of 4-H camp 
staff are directly related to the quality of the camping program 
and the impact the program has on participants (Garst et 
al., 2011), it is important that staff hiring, development, and 
evaluation be related to these critical competencies. Programs 
such as 4-H camps can benefit from competency-based staff 
selection, recruitment, and performance evaluation (Epley 
et al., 2017). Competency-based training is effective in the 
professional development of camp staff (Wahl-Alexander et 
al., 2017).

 This study identified 15 critical competencies that 
could be useful in standardizing 4-H camp staff training 
programs. This standardization will allow camp leaders to 
prioritize training related to competencies that will have the 
most significant impacts on campers. Using competency-
based training will help ensure a basic level of training 
across the board, allow leadership to make better hiring 
decisions, spur development of effective training activities, 
and properly evaluate the successes and failures of staff 
(Epley, 2014). The competencies identified in this study can 
be used as the criteria for the evaluation of the effectiveness 
of camp counselor training programs (Epley et al., 2018). 
Further research is necessary to explore the effectiveness of 
these competencies in contributing to positive impacts and 
outcomes of 4-H camp participants.

We recommend adjusting the hiring practices of camp 
staff to account for these competencies, especially those 
that are difficult to train within a short period of time 
(such as responsibility and work ethic and initiative). It is 
important to use these critical competencies to develop 
interview questions and applicant screening criteria for 
selecting competent candidates for the job. Additionally, we 
recommend adjusting camp staff hiring practices—including 
job descriptions, interview questions, and applicant 
screening—to look for evidence of these competencies in 
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applicants when selecting individuals to be successful as 4-H 
camp staff (Athey & Orth, 1999; Epley, 2014; McClelland, 
1973; Rothwell & Graber, 2010; United States Department 
of Agriculture, 2017). Determining which competencies are 
most important for hiring and which are most important 
for staff development will require additional research. This 
research can also be used to the determine the competence of 
4-H camp staff, write job descriptions, and plan and develop 
training programs (United States Department of Agriculture, 
2017).
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