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Dan Richmond , Jim Sibthorp , Cait Wilson 
University of Utah 

Understanding the Role of Summer Camps  in the Learning 
Landscape:  An Exploratory Sequential Study 

A B S T R A C T
Summer camp is an important setting within the learning landscape of youth—a landscape that also 

includes school, sports, arts and music, religious settings, home, and eventually, work. While research on 

camp outcomes is abundant, practitioners and policymakers have little empirical evidence that summer 

camp participation offers long-term impact and value. The purpose of this study was to build on existing 

camp research to identify learning outcomes that are highly attributable to camp participation and to 

determine whether these outcomes are considered important in everyday life. A second purpose was to 

identify other settings that may contribute to learning outcomes often associated with camp 

participation. This study used mixed methods design and involved a national sample of 352 individuals 

(18-25 years old) who had attended camp for at least 3 weeks in their youth and had not worked at a 

camp. Alumni reported that the development of independence, perseverance, responsibility, appreciation 

for differences, and appreciation for being present were camp-related outcomes that were highly 

attributable to their camp experiences and that these outcomes were also of high importance in daily life. 

Among all outcomes that were highly attributable to camp, study participants noted that camp was a 

primary setting for developing affinity for nature, how to live with peers, leisure skills, a willingness to try 

new things, independence, being present, and empathy and compassion. School and home were primary 

learning settings for other outcomes. Findings from this study help identify where camp is particularly 

effective in promoting lasting outcomes and areas where camps may need more intentionality and 

resources. 

Key words: summer camp, learning settings, long-term outcomes

Introduction 

People learn, develop, and grow over their lives and across contexts and settings. Some of these settings 

within the learning landscape are distinct, while others inherently overlap. Settings can support lessons 

learned elsewhere or may offer contradictions or challenges to previous lessons. Summer camp is an 

important setting for learning and developing social and emotional learning skills (SEL), with an 

estimated 14 million youth attending camp in the United States each summer (American Camp 

Association, 2016). There is a need for more empirical evidence that summer camp participation offers 

long-term impact and value far beyond the experience, thereby adding to the existing body of literature 

on camp outcomes (e.g., Bialeschki, Henderson, & James, 2007; Garst, Gagnon, & Whittington, 2016; 

Henderson, Bialeschki, & James, 2007; Whittington & Garst, 2018; Wilson & Sibthorp, 2018). There is 

also a need for more research that examines how camp contributes to particular SEL outcomes as 

compared to other learning settings like school, home, sports, and other out-of-school-time activities.  
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Attaining nationally representative data on long-term learning from summer camp is difficult, largely 

due to the logistical challenges of accessing a large sample of previous campers’ years after attending 

multiple summer camps in their youth. While an abundance of research has indicated that summer camps 

have near-term value to youth (e.g., Bialeschki et al., 2007) and studies have demonstrated the potential 

for long-term impacts with convenience samples of camp alumni (e.g., Garst et al., 2016), research on 

broader samples years after camp participation remains scarce.  

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to examine how former camp participants believe their camp 

experiences influenced the development of camp-related outcomes and to compare camp to alternative 

learning settings for these outcomes. Findings will help practitioners to understand both camp’s inherent 

developmental strengths and promising outcomes ripe for intentional focus.  

Background 

Out-of-school-time (OST) learning settings including extracurricular activities, organized sports, arts 

and music, youth groups, and summer-based activities like camp are important contributors to the 

growth of social and emotional learning (SEL), identity development, and the supports for positive 

youth development (Durlak, Weissberg, & Pachan, 2010; Fredricks & Eccles, 2006; Putnam, 2015; 

Vandell, Larson, Mahoney, & Watts, 2015). Camp can be defined as an organized set of activities led by 

trained leaders with intentional goals, often held in a unique learning environment like the outdoors 

(Henderson, Whitaker, Scanlin, & Thurber, 2007). The inherent nature of camp provides a rich setting 

for developing positive youth outcomes that support success in school and in life. Due to the wide variety 

of camp types and camp participants, as well as the difficulty of collecting data from large representative 

samples, it has been a challenge for researchers to clearly identify the core outcomes of camp as well as 

the salience of these outcomes in life outside of camp (e.g., Bialeschki et al., 2007; Sibthorp, Browne, & 

Bialeschki, 2010; Whittington & Garst, 2018).

Camp Research on Outcomes 

Research on camp-related outcomes has a long history that dates back to studies in the early 20th century 

that looked at character development (Henderson, Bialeschki, & James, 2007) to more recent studies on 

the near-term impacts of camp participation (approximately a year or less following participation; 

Bialeschki et al., 2007) and the lasting impacts of camp within a single camp community (Whittington & 

Garst, 2018). Indeed, there is a rich literature base on camp outcomes, from studies focused on particular 

outcomes like sense of community and belonging (e.g., Goodwin, Lieberman, Johnston, & Leo, 2011; 
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 Yuen, Pedlar, & Mannell, 2005) to studies focused on the unique outcomes of camps working with 

children with chronic illnesses or disabilities (e.g., Gillard, Witt, & Watts, 2011; Knapp, Devine, 

Dawson, & Piatt, 2015).  

The research conducted by Bialeschki and colleagues (2007) and related studies (see Henderson, 

Whitaker, et al., 2007) included over 5000 campers and their parents from a national sample and 

examined a wide range of interpersonal and intrapersonal outcomes. Parents reported that their children 

demonstrated gains in several areas including self-esteem, independence, leadership, social comfort, 

and peer relationships in pre- to post-camp measures and that gains in these social-emotional learning 

domains were maintained at a 6-month followup (Bialeschki et al., 2007; Henderson, Whitaker, et al., 

2007).  

Other outcome studies looking at near-term outcomes of camp found outcomes similar to those 

identified by Bialeschki et al. (2007) with a few additions. For example, research on the camp setting 

found that camp was particularly good at supporting social connectedness among campers thereby 

increasing the social capital of participants (Yuen et al., 2005). Research on camps working with youth 

with disabilities or chronic illnesses have reported outcomes related to social acceptance, relief from 

stress, and self-efficacy for self-management of their condition (Gillard, Witt, & Watts, 2011; Knapp et 

al., 2015).

Retrospective studies on long-term camp outcomes are limited but provide some insight into what 

lessons from camp may carry over into adulthood. A study involving adults who attended camp as 

children identified camp-related outcomes within three broad categories: selfdetermined behavior (e.g., 

confidence, self-efficacy, friendships, initiative, competence), critical thinking, and physical well-being 

(Garst et al., 2016). Whittington and Garst (2018) examined how camp participation was related to skills 

associated with college readiness with a sample of alumni. Over 60% of alumni reported that camp 

helped them to “a great extent” to develop independence and self-reliance, teamwork skills, self-

efficacy, confidence, leadership, selfregulation, and communication skills. Alumni also reported that the 

camp experience helped shape academic and career interests. 

However, many of the studies of long-term camp outcomes have relied on convenience samples that 

could be overly biased toward camp experiences. For example, Garst and colleagues (Garst et al., 2016; 

Whittington & Garst, 2018) invited 350 camps to recruit alumni through email lists and Facebook, 

resulting in a sample of approximately 427 alumni responses solicited from an unknown number of 

camps; their sample was 97% white, 79% female, and ranged in age from 18 to over 75. More 
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representative samples (e.g., Bialeschki et al., 2007; Henderson, Whitaker, et al., 2007) did not examine 

the impact of camp participation into adulthood, or even beyond a year removed from camp. In addition, 

there is a need to understand how well camp-related outcomes apply in adult contexts like college and 

career and how camp contributes to SEL outcomes as compared to other learning settings (e.g., school, 

home, church, sports).  

Therefore, the purpose of this study was to build on existing camp research to identify learning outcomes 

that are highly attributable to camp participation and to determine whether these outcomes are 

considered important in everyday life using a representative national sample. A second but related 

purpose is to identify other learning settings that may contribute to learning outcomes often associated 

with camp participation. More specifically, this study sought to answer the following research questions:

1. Which camp-related outcomes do camp alumni identify as highly attributable to the camp experience 

as compared to other camp-related outcomes? 

2. Which camp-related outcomes do camp alumni identify as highly important to everyday life as 

compared to other camp-related outcomes? 

3. Among camp alumni who identified given camp-related outcomes as highly attributable to their camp 

experiences, what was the primary learning setting for that outcome—

 camp, home, school, work, organized sports, church or some other setting?  

Findings from this study may help practitioners recognize the inherent strengths of the camp experience 

as well as identify promising areas of focus where intentional programming could increase the impact of 

camp on particular outcomes.  

Methods 

This study used a cross-sectional, exploratory sequential mixed methods design to address the research 

questions and examine the nature of learning from the camp experience. This study design involves 

qualitative data collection and analysis in the early phase followed by quantitative data collection and 

analysis (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2011). For this study the qualitative phase (Phase 1) was used to 

identify outcomes that might be highly attributable to camp and important in daily life. The qualitative 

stage then informed instrument creation and quantitative data collection and analysis (Phase 2). Figure 1 

describes how an exploratory sequential mixed-methods design was used in this study.
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Phase 1 Methods 

Phase 1 involved 64 individuals between the ages of 16 and 23 (M = 18) who attended at least 3 weeks of 

camp in the United States during their youth. The sample included alumni from 22 camps from across the 

United States with the intention of representing the broad range of camps accredited by the American 

Camp Association. A stratified sample was selected from a list of volunteers collected by the American 

Camp Association to include a balance of alumni from residential overnight camps, day camps, religious 

affiliated camps, specialized camps for participants with particular needs (e.g., medical), and camps 

serving low-income participants. The sample was 78% female, 72% white, 9% African American, 9% 

multi-racial, 5% Hispanic or Latinx, and 5% undisclosed. Study participants had applied to work at 

camps but had not yet worked at a camp when they were interviewed. See Wilson, Akiva, Sibthorp, & 

Browne, 2019 for additional details on the methods and results of Phase 1. 

Participants in Phase 1 were interviewed by phone using a semi-structured format during the spring of 

2017. Interviewers asked participants about what they learned at camp and how they were able to apply 

areas of learning at camp to other areas of their lives. Follow-up questions allowed interviewers to gain 

greater insight into responses (Charmaz, 2014). Each interview took approximately 25 minutes to 

conduct. 

Interviews were recorded, transcribed, and then coded independently by two researchers using 

descriptive, axial, and focused coding that identified themes and connections among these themes 

(Miles, Huberman, & Saldaña, 2014). Two researchers worked together to identify, refine, and verify 

themes. This coding resulted in 18 outcome areas associated with camp participation (see Table 1).  

ISSN - 2632-6981

Journal Of Youth And Community Development (JYCD) ( Vol No. - 20, Issue - 2, May -Aug 2025)                                                             Page No. 5



Table 1. Descriptions of Learning Outcomes Identified Through Qualitative Coding of Interviews 

Phase 2 Methods 

Following Phase 1 of this study, a survey instrument was designed. For Phase 2, a panel of youth 

development experts reviewed the retrospective questionnaire for content validity, ensuring the 

questionnaire accurately measured the intended constructs (i.e., the 18 learning outcomes from camp). 

The questionnaire was then piloted using 173 undergraduate students at a large public university in the 

United States. These participants offered feedback on question clarity and response options. Researchers 

reviewed pilot data to ensure variation and overall data quality. The questionnaire was further revised to 

improve the clarity of questions and response scales.  

The final instrument consisted of questions in three main areas: (a) a 10-point rating scale assessing the 

role of camp in developing these outcomes, (b) a 10-point scale assessing the importance of learning 

outcomes in everyday life, and (c) a section where participants identified the primary setting for 

developing each outcome (camp, home, school, work, organized sports, church, or other). In addition to 

the closed-ended survey data reported in this paper, participants completed a series of screener questions 
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(e.g., weeks at camp and age) and provided qualitative responses to six open-ended questions; the 

qualitative responses were analyzed separately to inform different research questions. See Table 2 for 

example items for the data examined in this paper. 

Sampling Procedures 

Once the instrument was finalized, participants were recruited through an online panel provided by the 

research firm Qualtrics. An online panel is a database of individuals willing to participate in survey 

research if selected for the study (Callegaro et al., 2014). To participate in this study, respondents had to 

meet specific inclusion criteria in regard to age (i.e., 18-25 years old), camp participation (i.e., attended 

camp in their youth for at least three weeks in the United States), and work history (i.e., did not work at 

camp). Individuals who met the inclusion criteria subsequently filled out the questionnaire. Quotas were 

established through Qualtrics to ensure equal representation of male and female respondents. 

Participants were awarded an incentive for filling out the survey after their responses were verified for 

quality.  

Data Analysis 

The research team analyzed the data using descriptive statistics. First, means were calculated in each 

outcome area for camp’s role in development and importance in everyday life. Second, means were then 

plotted along two axes. Two cut-points were established for each dimension: one from the grand mean of 

the importance of outcomes to everyday life (x-axis) and the other from the grand mean of the role of 

camp in the development of the outcome (y-axis). This approach is similar to a importance-performance 
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analysis used in a variety of research areas that helps identify areas of strength and opportunities for 

improvement in a given organization or industry (Martilla & James, 1977). This process resulted in four 

quadrants: 

� Quadrant I: Outcomes highly attributable to camp and of high importance in daily life. 

� Quadrant II: Outcomes less attributable to camp and of high importance in daily life. 

� Quadrant III: Outcomes highly attributable to camp and of less importance in daily life.  

� Quadrant IV: Outcomes less attributable to camp and of less importance in daily life.  

Finally, responses that rated particular outcomes as highly attributable to camp (scores of 9 or 10) were 

analyzed to identify the primary learning setting for that outcome. 

Results 

The study included 352 usable responses from participants who had attended camp for at least 3 weeks as 

a camper and had not worked at a camp. Fifty-two percent identified as female and 1.1% identifying as 

gender non-conforming. Approximately 62.8% identified as White, 14.2% as African American, 9.4% 

were Hispanic or Latinx, 9.1% as multi-racial, 3.4% as Asian and 1.1% as other. For comparison, 

according to the U.S. Census Bureau (2019), the United States population in 2018 was 76.5% White, 

13.4% African American, 18.3% Hispanic or Latinx, 2.7% multi-racial, 5.9% Asian, 1.3% American 

Indian or Alaska Native, and 0.2% Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander. Participants ranged from 

18 to 25 (median age: 21), 99% held a high school degree and 81% had some college or more. On 

average, participants were approximately seven years removed from their last, or more recent, camp 

experience. When reporting on their last summer of camp experiences, 31% of respondents reported that 

they attended day camp, 43% had attended overnight camp, and 26% had attended both day and 

overnight camps. Among respondents, 13.4% reported that they participated in a counselor-intraining 

(CIT) or leader-in-training (LIT) program as campers. 

Quadrant I: Outcomes Highly Attributable to Camp and of High Importance in Daily Life  

Figure 2 presents how respondents rated the role of camp in the development of an outcome and the 

importance of the outcome in daily life. Participants identified appreciation for differences, being 

present, independence, perseverance, and responsibility as outcomes highly attributable to camp and 

highly important to their daily lives (see Quadrant I of Figure 2). The means for each of these outcomes 

were higher than the average of all means (grand means) for both the role of camp and importance in 

daily life. 
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Notes. The location of each learning outcome represents its mean for whether the outcome was highly 

attributable to camp (1 = very false, 10 = very true) and the mean of whether the outcome was 

considered important in everyday life (1 = least important, 10 = most important). The cut point on the x-

axis is the grand mean of all outcomes for importance to daily life and the cut point on the y-axis is the 

grand mean of all outcomes for the role of camp. These cut points are used for relative comparisons. The 

translucent oval surrounding each point on the scatterplot represents the confidence interval for each 

learning outcome (95%). If a confidence interval for any outcome includes the mean of another outcome, 

the means are not statistically different. 

Quadrant II: Outcomes Less Attributable to Camp and of High Importance in Daily Life  

Outcomes less attributable to camp but still important to daily life (Quadrant II) included relationship 

skills, self-confidence, emotion regulation, self-identity, and organization. However, an examination of 

the confidence intervals indicates that both relationship skills and selfconfidence could arguably be 

categorized into Quadrant I. 

Quadrant III: Outcomes Highly Attributable to Camp and of Less Importance in Daily Life  

Leisure skills, affinity for nature, willingness to try new things, and teamwork fell into Quadrant III. 

These outcomes were highly attributable to camp but less important to daily life as compared to other 

outcomes. 
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Quadrant IV: Outcomes Less Attributable to Camp and of Less Importance in Daily Life  

Outcomes in Quadrant IV included how to live with peers, leadership, empathy and compassion, and 

career orientation. These outcomes had means indicating that they were less attributable to camp and less 

important to their daily lives than other measured outcomes. Examination of confidence intervals in this 

quadrant show that how to live with peers and leadership could be categorized into Quadrant III and 

empathy and compassion and career orientation could be categorized into Quadrant II. 

Caveats on Quadrant Classifications 

As the cases above illustrate, an examination of the confidence intervals makes a definitive classification 

of some outcomes difficult. It is also important to note that the grand means for each dimension serve as 

the cut point along each axis. The cut point on the X-axis is the grand mean of all outcomes for 

importance to daily life and the cut point on the Y-axis is the grand mean of all outcomes for the role of 

camp. These cut points are used for relative comparisons. Because these cut points are dependent on the 

outcomes included and measured in the study, they should be interpreted collectively with the outcome-

specific means and confidence intervals. Notably, as all the reported means exceed the scale midpoint of 

5.5 (except for career orientation and the role of camp), participants reported both some role of camp in 

developing all the outcomes and some importance of all the outcomes in daily life. Table 3 summarizes 

the means of each learning outcome along each dimension. 
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Primary Learning Settings for Camp-Related Outcomes 

Among participants who rated camp as highly critical to the development of particular outcomes (scores 

of 9 or 10), camp was the primary setting for the outcomes affinity for nature, how to live with peers, 

leisure skills, a willingness to try new things, independence, being present, and empathy and compassion 

(see Table 4). 

                       Table 4. Primary Learning Settings for Camp-Related Outcomes 
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Note. The total column shows the percentage of respondents who reported that development of that 

outcome was highly attributable to camp (9 or 10; N = 352). These respondents were then asked to 

identify the primary learning setting for that outcome. Cells with a dark blue background indicate the 

learning setting with the highest frequency for a given outcome. Cells with a light blue background 

indicate other notable learning settings. 

 

This same subset of respondents identified school as the primary setting for developing an appreciation 

for differences, leadership, perseverance, teamwork, relationship skills, selfconfidence, career 

orientation, and organization—even though participants initially rated camp as highly important to the 

development of these outcomes (9 or 10). Home was the primary setting where respondents developed 

self-identity, emotion regulation, and responsibility. Respondents also reported that work was also an 

important setting for learning independence, appreciation for differences, leadership, perseverance, 

self-confidence and responsibility. Sports was an important setting for learning leadership skills, being 

present, perseverance and teamwork. Church was recognized as another important setting where 

respondents learned empathy and compassion, an appreciation for differences, and an appreciation for 

being present. 

Discussion 

The purpose of this study was to examine what former camp participants believed they learned at 

summer camp and identify which of these outcomes remained most salient into adulthood. The study 

also examined the role of camp experiences in development of key learning outcomes as compared to 

other learning settings. Findings show that camp was especially effective in promoting an appreciation 

for differences, being present, independence, perseverance, and responsibility, and that these outcomes 

were highly important in daily life. Camp was also a key learning setting for developing leisure skills, 

affinity for nature, willingness to try new things, and teamwork yet these outcomes were of less 

importance to daily life, though still important. Among respondents who rated outcomes highly 

attributable to camp, findings support that camp was the primary learning setting for developing affinity 

for nature, leisure skills, willingness to try new things, independence, and an appreciation for being 

present as compared to home, school, and other settings. 

Contextualizing Outcomes Highly Attributable to Camp  

Existing research has identified similar outcomes of camp participation, noting that camp is a setting 

where children and adolescents can develop important interpersonal and intrapersonal competencies (cf. 
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 Bialeschki et al., 2007; Duerden et al., 2014; Garst & Ozier, 2015). This study provides additional 

insight as to how well camp outcomes transfer beyond camp while recognizing the contributions of other 

learning settings. 

Intrapersonal skills like independence, perseverance, and responsibility have appeared consistently in 

camp literature as key outcomes of the camp experience, as has self-confidence which was near the cut 

point of outcomes deemed highly attributable to camp (Henderson, Whitaker, et al., 2007; Sibthorp et al., 

2010; Whittington & Garst, 2018). One common aspect of camp—being away from home and family in 

a new social milieu—appears to support the development of these outcomes effectively. Indeed, the 

social norms of many camps set the expectation of personal responsibility and independence while 

providing a supportive environment to help youth manage difficulties like homesickness, interpersonal 

conflict, and other challenges and build general self-efficacy and confidence (Henderson, Bialeschki, 

Scanlin, et al., 2007). The findings from this study support the assertion that these skills are highly 

attributable to camp experiences and valuable later in life (see also: Olsen, Powell, Garst, & Bixler, 

2018). 

Camp has also been associated with the development of key interpersonal competencies like relationship 

skills and an appreciation for differences (Bialeschki et al., 2007; Garst & Ozier, 2015). Those findings 

are supported in this study. Camps provide opportunities for young people to encounter others—both 

campers and camp staff—who may be unlike people in their lives back home. This may be in terms of 

race, ethnicity, ability, beliefs, or experiences. Other studies have proposed that camp provides a 

“common ground” for individuals from different backgrounds to make deep connections (e.g., Yuen et 

al., 2005).

Making deep and authentic connections with others is closely related to another camp outcome 

identified as important to daily life, an appreciation for being present. Being present seems 

understandable as one of camp’s main objectives is to engage participants deeply through play, novel 

activities, and meaningful connections with others (Duerden et al., 2014; Henderson, Bialeschki, & 

James, 2007). There are elements of the camp experience that support the ability to live in the moment, 

including being away from technology and the stresses of school and home life. Other studies have found 

that camp-like contexts support feelings of being present (Richmond, Sibthorp, Gookin, Annarella, & 

Ferri, 2018), mindfulness (Gillard, Roark, Nyaga, & Bialeschki, 2011), and provide opportunities for 

authentic interactions with others (Goodwin et al., 2011). Future studies may want to examine how camp 

experiences help participants seek out opportunities to disconnect from everyday life and live in the 

moment for the benefit of personal well-being. 
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Camp was also identified as a highly attributable learning setting for developing teamwork, a 

willingness to try new things, an affinity for nature, and specific leisure skills such as hiking, climbing, or 

sports. Again, these outcomes that have been tied to the camp experience in other research studies and 

this study support those findings (cf. Bialeschki et al., 2007; Henderson, Bialeschki, & James, 2007; 

Whittington & Garst, 2018; Yuen et al., 2005). However, this study found that these outcomes were less 

important to daily life relative to other outcomes. This may be because there are fewer opportunities to 

apply and practice these skills in everyday settings such as work, life, or school. It seems that camp is a 

ripe setting to connect with nature, try new things, work with others on a team, and develop specific 

leisure skills. Further, it is important to note that just because these outcomes were reported as less 

important to daily life as compared to other outcomes in this study, it does not mean that they are 

unimportant. Participants rated each of these outcomes at a 7 or higher on a scale of 10 for importance to 

daily life. 

Promising Areas of Focus for Camps 

For this study, the outcomes that were identified as highly attributable to camp and of high importance to 

daily life could be considered the most useful outcomes that camps, broadly speaking, inherently 

promote. While camps should continue to craft intentional programming and situations to promote these 

outcomes, it may be best to focus on programming to develop other outcomes central to the goals of 

individual camps, particularly those that were identified as important to daily life but less attributable to 

camps. In this study, these outcomes included organization, self-identity, emotion regulation, and to a 

lesser degree, self-confidence and relationship skills. Camps that want to increase their impact on these 

outcomes might benefit from having intentionally designed programs that support targeted outcome 

development. For example, organization was identified as a skill important in daily life, but camps may 

or may not explicitly emphasize organization at camp. From the findings in this study, organization is not 

a skill supported inherently by camp participation, at least as compared to other outcomes. Skillbuilding 

at camp, whether it be emotion regulation, relationship skills or organization, needs to be supported 

through curriculum, activities, and opportunities to practice to see results (Bialeschki et al., 2007; 

Duerden & Witt, 2010; Gestsdottir & Lerner, 2008).  

Youth-serving organizations like camps should use self-assessment tools to guide programming and 

program improvement—tools that identify which outcomes should be targeted and how those outcomes 

can be achieved. Eccles and Gootman (2002) provide some guidance as to the program features that 

support positive youth development: physical and psychological safety, appropriate structure, 

supportive relationships, opportunities to belong, positive social norms, support for efficacy and 
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mattering, opportunities for skill building, and integration of family, school, and community efforts. 

Camp leaders can then consider the intended outcomes of programming to identify necessary program 

elements, short-term and long-term outcomes, data sources and performance measures to establish a 

“theory of change” (American Camp Association, 2007; McLaughlin & Jordan, 2010). A theory of 

change “is a way to explain the often unwritten or unconscious assumptions about the design and 

operation of camp programs” (American Camp Association, 2007, p. 19). This involves articulating how 

program goals and outcomes will be achieved and recognizing the various mechanisms that are involved 

between program delivery and the development of outcomes (Brousselle & Champagne, 2011). A theory 

of change can then inform a logic model which can guide both the program implementation and program 

evaluation process (Wells & Arthur-Banning, 2008). By using theories of change and logic models, 

camp leaders can target specific outcomes more strategically and make necessary adjustments to 

programming along the way.

Recognizing the Vast Learning Landscape 

A distinct feature of this study was that it sought to understand how camp compared to other learning 

settings for these outcomes. Again, among those who rated outcomes as highly attributable to camp, 

camp was also identified as the primary learning setting for developing affinity for nature, leisure skills, 

willingness to try new things, independence, and an appreciation for being present. Notably, over a 

quarter of all respondents said that camp was a primary and essential setting where they developed an 

affinity for nature. This aligns with previous research on camp that noted camp’s role in affording youth 

opportunities to explore and appreciate the natural world—opportunities that may not be as plentiful in 

other learning spaces (Henderson, Whitaker, et al., 2007). Perhaps more interestingly, even among those 

participants who rated camp as a highly important learning setting for an outcome, many still identified 

other learning settings like home, school, and sports as the primary learning setting for that same 

outcome. For example, school was identified as primary learning setting for appreciating differences, 

perseverance, teamwork, relationship, skills, and organization, among others. Home was a primary 

learning setting for responsibility, emotion regulation and selfidentity. This may not be a surprise as 

research on youth development identifies school and home as the central learning spaces for these 

outcomes as this is where youth spend the most time and have the most time to develop skills, their sense 

of identity, and future goals (Duckworth & Carlson, 2013; Nagaoka, Farrington, Ehrlich, & Heath, 2015; 

Shechtman, DeBarger, Dornsife, Rosier, & Yarnall, 2013). Camp can play a role in the development of 

these outcomes by providing a space for exploration and practice, but camp’s influence may be limited in 

comparison to other learning settings.
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Findings from this study reflect educational frameworks that recognize the complex interaction of 

factors within the learning landscape that influence youth development (cf. Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 

2006; Nagaoka et al., 2015). While camp plays an important role for many outcomes, the influence of 

other learning contexts like home and school must be considered. Camp can be one of many positive 

developmental experiences that contribute to a healthy transition to adulthood.  

By understanding the long-term impacts of camp and the relative importance of outcomes on daily life, 

practitioners may gain some insight as to which outcomes might need additional attention. There are 

some things that camp does inherently well while other outcomes may require more intentionality, 

resources, and time to yield lasting results. This is not to say that program staff should ignore the 

development of other skills as many of the outcomes from this study are intertwined. For example, 

organization and emotional regulation are integral to the development of independence, perseverance, 

and responsibility.  

Future research may want to build on this retrospective study by using longitudinal designs to better 

understand how camp-related outcomes develop over time. This may involve identifying underlying 

learning mechanisms and how they contribute to specific learning outcomes. Camprelated research may 

also want to consider incorporating more ecological development approaches to understand more fully 

the role of camp in personal development within a system of other dynamic learning settings like home, 

school, work, and other contexts (see Nagaoka et al., 2015). Finally, future research could compare camp 

types and camp characteristics and their influence on valued and useful outcomes. 

Limitations 

This study had several limitations. First, while the panel sample provided a more diverse group of 

respondents with less inherent positive biases toward camp than a sample that may have included current 

camp staff, it included study participants who went to a variety of camps, from traditional residential 

camps and day camps to specialized camps. Grouping all these camp types together allowed the 

researchers to identify common long-term outcomes of camp, but such an approach may not accurately 

represent the unique strengths and weaknesses of a particular camp. Second, when comparing learning 

settings for camp-related outcomes, this study collected data only from study participants who reported 

that camp was especially impactful on a particular outcome. While this shortened the length of the 

survey to stave off survey fatigue, it provided less robust data about the relative importance of the 

settings. Third, the cross-sectional retrospective study is prone to some bias including non-response and 

recall bias that can affect findings. Finally, the generalizability of findings to the general population of 
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camp participants is unclear, though findings do generalize back to existing theory and research.

Conclusion 

This study reaffirms that camp is an important learning setting and that many of the outcomes associated 

with camp participation last into adulthood. Perhaps more importantly, this study identified outcomes 

that were both highly attributable to camp and highly important in the daily lives of camp alumni as 

compared to other areas of learning. Camp appears to be especially good at fostering the development of 

prized outcomes such as an appreciation for differences, being present, independence, perseverance, and 

responsibility. This reinforces other research (Bialeschki et al., 2007; Henderson, Whitaker, et al., 2007; 

Whittington & Garst, 2018) that identified that the inherent nature of camp—a novel environment away 

from home with new social groups, norms, and customs—is one that offers a fertile setting for learning 

and personal growth among youth. 

Yet there is more research to be done on the lasting influence of camp and the role of other learning 

settings. This study revealed that camp contributes to the development of important and useful outcomes 

while also acknowledging the central role of other learning settings like home, work, school, sports, and 

church. The developmental trajectories of youth are complex and multifaceted with key learning 

experiences occurring across many different settings. Future research will need to examine how these 

experiences and learning settings interact over time to contribute to the development of outcomes 

associated with camp.

References 

American Camp Association. (2007). Creating positive youth outcomes. Monterey, CA: Healthy 

Learning. 

American Camp Association. (2016). Camp sites, facilities, and program report. Bloomington, Indiana. 

Bialeschki, M. D., Henderson, K. A., & James, P. A. (2007). Camp experiences and developmental 

outcomes for youth. Child and Adolescent Psychiatric Clinics of North America, 16(4), 769–788. 

doi:10.1016/j.chc.2007.05.011 

Bronfenbrenner, U., & Morris, P. A. (2006). The bioecological model of human development. In R. M. 

Lerner & W. Damon (Eds.), Handbook of child psychology volume 1: Theoretical models of human 

development (6th ed., pp. 793–828). Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons. 

Brousselle, A., & Champagne, F. (2011). Program theory evaluation: Logic analysis. Evaluation and 

Program Planning, 34(1), 69–78. doi:10.1016/j.evalprogplan.2010.04.001 

ISSN - 2632-6981

Journal Of Youth And Community Development (JYCD) ( Vol No. - 20, Issue - 2, May -Aug 2025)                                                             Page No. 17



Callegaro, M., Baker, R. P., Bethlehem, J., Göritz, A. S., Krosnick, J. A., & Lavrakas, P. J. (Eds.). (2014). 

Online panel research: A data quality perspective. San Francisco, CA. 

Charmaz, K. (2014). Constructing grounded theory (2nd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. 

Creswell, J. W., & Plano Clark, V. L. (2011). Choosing a mixed methods design. In J. W. Creswell & V. L. 

Plano-Clark (Eds.), Designing and conducting mixed methods research (2nd ed., pp. 53–106). 

Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Duckworth, A. L., & Carlson, S. (2013). Self-regulation and school success. In B. W. Sokol, F. M. E. 

Grouzet, & U. Müller (Eds.), Self-regulation and autonomy: Social and developmental dimensions of 

human conduct (pp. 208–230). Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press. 

Duerden, M. D., & Witt, P. A. (2010). An ecological systems theory perspective on youth programming. 

Journal of Park and Recreation Administration, 28(2), 108–120. 

Duerden, M. D., Witt, P., Garst, B. A., Bialeschki, D., Schwarzlose, T., & Norton, K. (2014). The impact of 

camp employment on the workforce development of emerging adults. Journal of Park & Recreation 

Administration, 32(1), 26–44. 

Durlak, J. A., Weissberg, R. P., & Pachan, M. (2010). A meta-analysis of after-school programs that seek 

to promote personal and social skills in children and adolescents. American Journal of Community 

Psychology, 45, 294–309. doi:10.1007/s10464-010-9300-6 

Eccles, J., & Gootman, J. A. (2002). Community programs to promote youth development. National 

Academies Press. doi:org/10.17226/10022 

Fredricks, J. A., & Eccles, J. S. (2006). Is extracurricular participation associated with beneficial 

outcomes? Concurrent and longitudinal relations. Developmental Psychology, 42(4), 698–713. 

doi:10.1037/0012-1649.42.4.698 

Garst, B. A., Gagnon, R. J., & Whittington, A. (2016). A closer look at the camp experience: Examining 

relationships between life skills, elements of positive youth development, and antecedents of change 

among camp alumni. Journal of Outdoor Recreation, Education, and Leadership, 8(2), 180–199. 

Garst, B. A., & Ozier, L. W. (2015). Enhancing youth outcomes and organizational practices through a 

camp-based reading program. Journal of Experiential Education, 38(4), 324–338. 

doi:10.1177/1053825915578914 

Gestsdottir, S., & Lerner, R. M. (2008). Positive development in adolescence: The development and role 

of intentional self-regulation. Human Development, 51(3), 202–224. doi:org/10.1159/000135757 

Gillard, A., Roark, M. F., Nyaga, L. R. K., & Bialeschki, M. D. (2011). Measuring mindfulness in summer 

camp staff. Journal of Experiential Education, 34(1), 87–95. doi:10.1177/105382591103400107 

Gillard, A., Witt, P. A., & Watts, C. E. (2011). Outcomes and processes at a camp for youth with 

HIV/AIDS. Qualitative Health Research, 21(11), 1508–1526. doi:10.1177/1049732311413907 

Goodwin, D. L., Lieberman, L. J., Johnston, K., & Leo, J. (2011). Connecting through summer camp: 

ISSN - 2632-6981

Journal Of Youth And Community Development (JYCD) ( Vol No. - 20, Issue - 2, May -Aug 2025)                                                             Page No. 18



Youth with visual impairments find a sense of community. Adapted Physical Education Quarterly, 28, 

40–55. 

Henderson, K. A., Bialeschki, M. D., & James, P. A. (2007). Overview of camp research. Child and 

Adolescent Psychiatric Clinics of North America, 16(4), 755–767. doi:10.1016/j.chc.2007.05.010 

Henderson, K. A., Bialeschki, M. D., Scanlin, M. M., Thurber, C. A., Whitaker, L. S., & Marsh, P. E. 

(2007). 

Components of camp experiences for positive youth development. Journal of Youth Development, 1(3), 

1–12. 

Henderson, K. A., Whitaker, L. S., Scanlin, M. M., & Thurber, C. (2007). Summer camp experiences: 

Parental perceptions of youth development outcomes. Journal of Family Issues, 28(8), 987–1007. 

doi:10.1177/0192513X07301428 

Knapp, D., Devine, M. A., Dawson, S., & Piatt, J. (2015). Examining perceptions of social acceptance 

and quality of life of pediatric campers with physical disabilities. Children’s Health Care, 44(1), 1–16. 

doi:10.1080/02739615.2013.870041 

Martilla, J. A., & James, J. C. (1977). Importance-performance analysis. Journal of Marketing, 41(1), 

7779. 

McLaughlin, J. A., & Jordan, G. B. (2010). Using logic models. In J. S. Wholey, H. P. Hatry, & K. E. 

Newcomer (Eds.), Handbook of practical program evaluation (3rd ed., pp. 55–80). San Francisco, CA: 

Jossey-Bass. 

Miles, M. B., Huberman, A. M., & Saldaña, J. (2014). Qualitative data analysis: A methods sourcebook 

(3rd ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Nagaoka, J., Farrington, C. A., Ehrlich, S. B., & Heath, R. D. (2015). Foundations for young adult 

success: A development framework. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago, Consortium on School 

Research. Retrieved from https://consortium.uchicago.edu/sites/default/files/publications/Wallace 

Report.pdf Olsen, L. K.-P., Powell, G. M., Garst, B. A., & Bixler, R. D. (2018). Camp and college 

parallels: Crucibles for transition-linked turning-points. Journal of Youth Development, 13(1–2), 

126–143. doi:10.5195/jyd.2018.558 

Putnam, R. D. (2015). Our kids: The American dream in crisis. New York, NY: Simon & Schuster. 

Richmond, D., Sibthorp, J., Gookin, J., Annarella, S., & Ferri, S. (2018). Complementing classroom 

learning through outdoor adventure education: Out-of-school-time experiences that make a difference. 

J o u r n a l  o f  A d v e n t u re  E d u c a t i o n  a n d  O u t d o o r  L e a r n i n g ,  1 8 ( 1 ) ,  3 6 – 5 2 .  

doi:10.1080/14729679.2017.1324313 

Shechtman, N., DeBarger, A. H., Dornsife, C., Rosier, S., & Yarnall, L. (2013). Promoting grit, tenacity, 

and perseverance: Critical factors for success in the 21st century. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of 

Education. 

ISSN - 2632-6981

Journal Of Youth And Community Development (JYCD) ( Vol No. - 20, Issue - 2, May -Aug 2025)                                                             Page No. 19



Sibthorp, J., Browne, L. P., & Bialeschki, M. D. (2010). Measuring positive youth development at 

summer camp: Problem solving and camp connectedness. Research in Outdoor Education, 10, 1–12.

U . S .  C e n s u s  B u re a u .  ( 2 0 1 9 ) .  Q u i c k  f a c t s :  U n i t e d  S t a t e s .  R e t r i e v e d  f ro m  

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/US/PST045218 

Vandell, D. L., Larson, R. W., Mahoney, J. L., & Watts, T. W. (2015). Children’s organized activities. 

Handbook of child psychology and developmental science (vol 4, 7th ed.). Washington, DC: Committee 

on Community-Level Programs for Youth. Board on Children, Youth, and Families, Division of 

Behavioral and Social Science and Education. doi:10.1002/9781118963418.childpsy408 

Wells, M. S., & Arthur-Banning, S. G. (2008). The logic of youth development: Constructing a logic 

model of youth development through sport. Journal of Park & Recreation Administration, 26(2), 

189202. 

Whittington, A., & Garst, B. A. (2018). The role of camp in shaping college readiness and building a 

pathway to the future for camp alumni. Journal of Youth Development, 13(1–2), 105–125. 

doi:10.5195/JYD.2018.519 

Wilson, C., Akiva, T., Sibthorp, J., & Browne, L. P. (2019). Fostering distinct and transferable learning 

via summer camp. Children and Youth Services Review, 98(January), 269–277. 

doi:10.1016/j.childyouth.2019.01.017 

Wilson, C., & Sibthorp, J. (2018). Examining the role of summer camps in developing academic and 

workplace readiness. Journal of Youth Development, 13(1–2), 83–104. doi:10.5195/JYD.2018.563 

Yuen, F. C., Pedlar, A., & Mannell, R. C. (2005). Building community and social capital through 

children’s leisure in the context of an international camp. Journal of Leisure Research, 37(4), 494–518. 

ISSN - 2632-6981

Journal Of Youth And Community Development (JYCD) ( Vol No. - 20, Issue - 2, May -Aug 2025)                                                             Page No. 20



ISSN - 2632-6981

Journal Of Youth And Community Development (JYCD) ( Vol No. - 20, Issue - 2, May -Aug 2025)                                                             Page No. 21



Steven M. Worker,María G. Fábregas Janeiro,Claudia P. Diaz Carrasco 
,Katherine E. Soule 

University of California, Agriculture and Natural Resources smworker,University of 
Missouri, Extension mgfabregasjaneiro , University of California, Agriculture and 

Natural Resources cpdiaz , University of California, Agriculture and Natural 
Resources  

University of California 4-H Latino Initiative: Experiences of 
Bicultural and Bilingual Staff

A B S T R A C T
We report data from the first year of an initiative to engage Latino youth and families in the 4-H Youth 

Development Program, managed by the University of California. Through qualitative questionnaires 

and focus group interviews, we analyzed experiences of 6 new bilingual and bicultural program staff, 

hired specifically to implement youth development programming to reach Latino youth. Staff reported a 

steep learning curve, with competing demands to build relationships, engage youth, and show results. 

Lessons learned may help shape activities that other youth development programs may consider in 

similar efforts.

Key words: Latino youth development, diversity initiative 

Introduction 

Youth participation in community-based youth development programs (YDP) is a prevailing cultural 

norm in the United States. Participation in YDPs has been shown to improve selfesteem, academic 

performance, empathy and caring, leadership skills, and civic engagement (Scales, Benson, Leffert, & 

Blyth, 2000; National Research Council and Institute of Medicine, 2002). However, many YDPs that 

formed at the turn of the 20th century have primarily served youth from dominant social groups and been 

less successful serving marginalized youth, youth of color, or youth from non-dominant social groups 

(Russell & Van Campen, 2011). The United States will become more racially and ethnically diverse, 

particularly with an increase in Latino population over the next 50 years (Panzar, 2015). Engaging 

Latino youth in YDPs will require institutional changes and professional support in order to provide 

culturally relevant programs. One strategy to accelerate successful change may be hiring bilingual and 

bicultural staff who are able to involve Latino youth in YDPs.  

Latino Youth Development

The research-based literature on Latino participation in YDPs is limited. Erbstein and Fabionar (2014) 

argued, “the emergent state of the research and the complexity of the U.S. Latin@ populations present 
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 challenges to assembling a cohesive, fully assessed set of practices in relationship to outcomes” (p. 23). 

There is a small body of empirical work to identify promising practices in Cooperative Extension, a 

partnership among the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA), land grant universities, and local 

governments (USDA, 2016), rooted in strengthening intercultural competence and confronting 

institutionalized racism.  

Gregory et al. (2006) reasoned that youth organizations could not expect “their traditional volunteer 

models to work well with Latino populations, particularly where those models depend on tightly defined 

roles or formal organizational structures.” They found more success with organizations that had flexible 

and informal roles, organized collectively, and emphasized “helping out” rather than “leading.” 

Relationship building was critical, and “nurturing a sense of connectedness” did not have shortcuts. 

When initiating new programs, Gregory et al. recommended working closely with potential program 

participants to determine needs, emphasizing collective and personal benefits, and designing programs 

with multiple entry points.  

One of the first statewide 4-H Latino outreach efforts was Oregon State University’s 4-H Latino 

Outreach Project (Hobbs & Sawer, 2009). University personnel provided professional development and 

technical assistance to local staff who engaged the Latino community through 4-H programming. One 

significant factor contributing to success was having bilingual and bicultural 4-H staff in local 

communities for at least three years. Lessons learned with regard to staff included (a) difficulty finding 

individuals with skills in youth development willing to work for the pay typically offered by large 

Universities, (b) mismatch between staff’s professional goals and the goals of 4-H, (c) supporting staff in 

learning about 4-H and the design and implementation of youth development programs, and (d) 

establishing a respectful and accepting office environment. The final report summarizes lessons learned 

from the organizational perspective from state staff, but not necessarily from the voices of the staff hired 

to do the work. The report is unclear on its data sources; however, it appears that while state staff may 

have spoken with local staff throughout the project, there was not a systematic method to collect and 

analyze local staff experiences. 

Overall, while reports containing research and practical wisdom offer recommendations of promising 

practices for engagement of Latino youth in YDPs (e.g., Gregory et al., 2006; Hobbs & Sawer, 2009), 

there is less written about the experience of onboarding new staff and tasking them with program 

development. YDPs rely on the skills of youth professionals and volunteers who design and deliver 

programs for young people (Walter & Grant, 2011). Thus, as Walter and Grant (2011) affirm, “staff 

performance of youth professionals is a key component in the success of youth programs.” In order to be 
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successful in increasing Latino participation in YDPs, staff must rethink recruiting processes, adapt their 

programs, and approach the Latino community with a holistic cultural perspective (Fábregas Janeiro & 

Horrillo, 2017).  The purpose of our qualitative case study was to learn what six new bilingual and 

bicultural staff reported contributed to successes and challenges of navigating the organization, 

initiating relationships with the community, and implementing youth development programming. 

4-H Youth Development Program 

The 4-H Youth Development Program is administered by Cooperative Extension. Extension’s purpose is 

to cultivate University–community partnerships using community based research, collaborative 

problem solving, and stewarding community coalitions (Maley, Chen, & McCarthy, 2014). The 

University of California 4-H YDP’s mission is to engage youth in reaching their fullest potential while 

advancing the field of youth development (4-H Mission and Direction Committee,2003). Until recently, 

4-H programs did not represent the racial and ethnic diversity found in California’s population of young 

people, aged 5 to 18; nonetheless, serving marginalized youth in 4-H youth development programs is 

vital to growth of Cooperative Extension programming (Fábregas Janeiro, 2017). As Smith and Soule 

(2016) noted, “as a program designed for and by those rooted in European American culture, the 4-H 

YDP was not founded in the culture-specific knowledge of diverse individuals and groups currently 

living in areas that these programs serve” (p. 30). For example, in the 2014-2015 school year, University 

of California 4-H served 73,246 youth, with 24,042 youth identifying as Hispanic/Latino (State 4-H 

Office, 2017). Thus, only 33% of participating youth members identified as Hispanic/Latino while 54% 

of K-12 youth in California identified as Hispanic/Latino (Ed-Data, 2017). Additionally, state and local 

staff did not represent the population served with more than 90% of staff identifying as non-Hispanic 

White. Recognizing these disparities as the result of institutionalized systems, California 4-H initiated 

efforts to better serve and engage Latino youth and families (Moncloa et al., 2018). 

University of California 4-H Latino Initiative 

In 2015, California 4-H YDP initiated a pilot effort to develop culturally relevant and responsive youth 

development programs (built on work from Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2014) to welcome Latino 

youth, families, and volunteers to 4-H. Six counties were identified as having high need to reach Latino 

youth with 4-H (see Table 1). While these six counties were new to this work, a seventh (Santa Barbara) 

had ongoing efforts and served in a support role, thus we only report on the experiences of the new staff 

hired in the six selected counties. Six new 4-H staff were recruited and oriented to the organization. 

These staff were primarily responsible for assessing interests, resources, and needs within their counties; 
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offering training for new volunteers; implementing new programs; and marketing and public relations 

targeting new audiences. All six staff identified as Latino, and all but one of the supervisors for these new 

staff were nonHispanic White (4 White male, 2 White female, 1 Latina female) with a secondary 

supervisor, the state 4-H assistant director for diversity and expansion (Latina female).  

Table 1. University of California 4-H Latino Initiative: Latino Participants in 4-H Before and 

After Year 1

Methodology  

We utilized a multiple methods qualitative study involving a qualitative monthly effort reporting 

questionnaire and a year-end focus group interview. Participants were the six new staff, two who 

identified as Latino and four who identified as Latina; all were bilingual in English and Spanish, 

bicultural, and familiar with Latino cultures. Five were young professionals and one was mid-career.  

Data collection was designed to elicit information relevant to the goals of the University of California 4-

H Latino Initiative, including efforts to assess community needs, practices in program implementation, 

and program effectiveness. The first data source was a qualitative questionnaire to collect staff reports on 

their monthly efforts (Qualtrics, 2017). The questionnaire contained seven open-ended text box 

questions; e.g., “Report on your efforts to initiate, develop, establish, and strengthen relationships.” 

From February to June 2017, 25 responses were collected from the six participants. The second data 

source was a focus group interview conducted at the end of the first year (Krueger & Casey, 2015). The 

protocol contained six primary stems with several sub-questions; e.g., “We will now focus on practices 

in program implementation that reaches Latino youth, families, and volunteers; How did you go about 
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 selecting, designing, and adapting programs? How did you make the decision regarding program 

models or delivery modes?” Five of the six staff participated in the focus group interview. An academic 

colleague not associated with the Latino Initiative facilitated the focus group interview; it was recorded 

(147 minutes), and transcribed.  

We four authors supervised one staff member each. We strove to navigate this dual-role as researcher and 

supervisor carefully and with transparency. The study was conducted under the purview of the 

University of California, Davis Institutional Review Board. From the hire date, staff were informed that 

they would be asked to provide information helpful in identifying promising practices to reach Latino 

communities and advance the research base on culturallyresponsive youth development. The monthly 

questionnaires and focus group interview were voluntary. Additionally, supervisors responded to staff’s 

concerns and challenges, as well as acknowledged their successes. Nonetheless, this situation was a 

limitation because participants may have responded knowing their immediate supervisor was involved 

in this study.  

We analyzed data with deductive thematic analysis, a qualitative method used to identify patterns in the 

data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The first and second authors analyzed the focus group interview transcript 

while the third and fourth authors analyzed data collected from the monthly questionnaires. Each 

researcher individually coded their respective data source, segmenting data into one of the three pre-

determined categories (learning the organization, building relationships, and implementing 

programming). In pairs, we utilized consensus to identify emergent patterns within the segmented text 

within each category. The use of multiple analysts for each data source strengthened the rigor of our 

analysis (Patton, 2015). Once all data was analyzed, the first and second authors cross checked and 

organized emerging themes between the two qualitative data sources (Patton, 2015). We conducted 

member checks (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016) and staff indicated that the thematic summaries accurately 

reflected their experiences.  

Findings 

Findings were organized into three categories. Staff from each of the counties reported learning about the 

organization, initiating and/or strengthening partnerships with the community, and implementing new 

youth development programming. The Initiative permitted flexibility in program models and 

curriculum, within organizational frameworks, to meet the needs of local Latino youth and families. By 

the end of the program year, every county 4-H YDP demonstrated an increase in Latino youth 

involvement in their respective 4-H programs, and an increase in the proportion of Latino 4-H youth (see 

ISSN - 2632-6981

Journal Of Youth And Community Development (JYCD) ( Vol No. - 20, Issue - 2, May -Aug 2025)                                                             Page No. 26



Table 1).  

Learning About 4-H: Orienting New Bilingual, Bicultural Staff 

Staff reported a steep learning curve both in learning about the 4-H YDP and about their new 

communities. Four of the six had moved to a new geographic area for their new position. New staff, even 

those with previous youth development experience, experienced a steep learning curve with regards to 

navigating the 4-H YDP, its history, multiple levels of oversight (U.S.D.A., U.C., county government), 

and emphasis on program model flexibility. Asked about her initial approach to the work, one participant 

said, “My approach to reaching out to the Latino community has been primarily, well first to learn about 

the 4-H program, since it was new to me, and second, to partner with existing youth serving 

organizations in the county.” The program model options and multiple content areas and curricula 

hindered new staff in understanding the core emphasis of the 4-H YDP, let alone initiating conversations 

with community partners about what 4-H has to offer them. Staff reported needing training in 4-H 

program delivery options, 4-H’s model of positive youth development, and training specific to bridging 

dominant-cultural program models and adapting programs to fit Latino youth and families. On top of 

learning job functions, organizational culture, four staff were new to their area and had a dual task of 

integrating with the community. During the year-end focus group interview, when asked about their 

first-year experience one staff said: “I'm still seeing what works and what doesn't. . . . I'm new to the 

county, and I don't know, well, I especially [when I] started out I didn't know anyone.”  

While the position descriptions for each of the staff were identical on paper, we found variance across the 

counties in how each job functioned. Part of this may have been due to varying community needs as well 

as priorities emphasized by the staff members’ respective supervisor. This variance, however, also made 

it more challenging for staff to support one another in learning about the 4-H YDP. For example, the use 

of specific program models varied; some staff implemented 4-H after-school clubs, others started SPIN 

(special interest) clubs, and one relied on a partner organization to reach youth. Three staff had existing 

funds to support new programs, while the others had to initiate early fundraising activities to support 

their programs.

Learning About the Community and Developing Relationships 

Staff emphasized the value of their bilingual and bicultural nature in developing relationships, and 

engaging youth, families, and community organizations. Staff reported targeting locations (and 

organizations) that served predominately Latino youth in areas where the 4-H YDP had little or no 

existing presence. However, not having a presence made early connections difficult. In early efforts, 

ISSN - 2632-6981

Journal Of Youth And Community Development (JYCD) ( Vol No. - 20, Issue - 2, May -Aug 2025)                                                             Page No. 27



staff found barriers for 4-H to enter these spaces. “People have never heard of us, they don't even know 

we exist. . . . People are going to just say, ‘Oh no, we have enough programming here. We have an after-

school program.’” 

To overcome this challenge, staff reported having the most success with organizations that had either a 

pre-existing personal connection or an established relationship with the University of California or 4-H 

YDP. When asked about successful partnerships, one staff mentioned linking with colleagues who 

managed the CalFresh Healthy Living, UC program (USDA SNAP-Ed programming providing 

nutrition education related to healthy eating and physical activity):  Through UC CalFresh, we met this 

organization, starting summer of last year, called the Community Settlement Association. That's where 

we … had the first bilingual 4-H Club after-school clinic. That has been successful because they are very 

open to youth programming that we bring to 4-H. They already had that trust built in from UC CalFresh. 

We came in, sort of through the door, with an already established relationship, sort of like in addition to. 

We've been there since then.

Another staff member learned about this and connected with their local UC CalFresh staff: “They'd 

[partner organizations] feel like they could trust me to come and speak to their parents just because they 

know that I work with [UC] CalFresh.” 

Staff reported early success in relationship-building by offering 4-H educational programs to schools, 

after-school programs, other traditional YDPs, and culturally-based organizations (e.g., Univision, 

Mexican Consulate). A staff spoke about approaching parent groups in schools: “Some of the 

relationships that I've established, that are very useful, are school districts. Where I'm able to get to know 

who the key player is for the parent organization.” 

There was generally more success in school-based relationships (in- or after-school) and YDPs, but less 

so in approaching governmental-based programs. Staff reported that some organizations were not 

interested; either because, as one participant said, “They're doing their own thing. They're kind of 

worrying about their own stuff” or they felt like they did not need anything 4-H had to offer. The staff 

member went on to say emails and phone calls did not garner response, that “meeting in person is where 

you start seeing people are following through.” Multiple staff described how being patient and persistent 

aided in their efforts. 

Program Implementation: Serving Latino Youth 

The goals for the 4-H Latino Initiative were to engage more Latino youth in the 4-H YDP so that 4-H 
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YDP so that 4-H better served all youth populations in the area. Overall, staff reported early success by 

adding 4-H activities to existing programs where Latino audiences are already present rather than 

attempting to integrate Latino youth in existing 4-H Clubs.  

Challenges Reported by Staff 

There were three primary challenges reported by staff: (a) barriers to integrating Latino youth into 

existing 4-H Club programming, (b) organizational policies, and (c) limited funds to implement new 

programs. Early in the Initiative, staff began to learn about 4-H by attending existing 4-H Clubs—many 

of which had been in existence for decades—but generally described unwelcoming atmospheres and 

cultural norms. One staff said “It's like a sink or swim environment, in some of these clubs. Where 

somebody, a new family comes, and nobody really explains anything to them.” Another staff member 

agreed with this assessment in their own site observations.  

I went to visit the clubs myself. So I did not feel the love, myself, as a [staff] going to those club meetings. 

I can see that the only Latino kid in the club, and this is the most inclusive club in ___ County. . . it wasn't a 

welcoming environment . . . we struggle a lot with the traditional base and there's a lot of pushback on this 

Latino Initiative, because they see 4-H as their baby and how they have to protect it from anybody that 

wants to change it. 

While fully integrating the 4-H YDP is an ongoing concern for 4-H program leadership, staff were 

expected to engage new youth immediately, and thus, found more success by implementing new 

program models targeted to Latino youth. In the meantime, staff reported focusing only on 

communicating to traditional 4-H Clubs, rather than leverage, to engage Latino youth.  

Another challenge was 4-H policies acting as barriers, including establishing memorandums of 

understanding with partnering organizations, chartering 4-H Clubs, and the adult volunteer enrollment 

process. Staff described the need for policies and procedures to be streamlined and made friendly for 

non-White audiences. The adult volunteer enrollment process was a critical challenge, with concerns 

around fees, background checks, and an English-only online orientation process. A participant 

emphasized the volunteer enrollment process posing a barrier to recruitment, “Working with policies, 

again it's been really hard. The chartering process, fingerprinting, parent, and then the fear of the 

volunteer process.”  

A third challenge was lack of funding to implement programs, purchase curriculum and supplies,and 

cover 4-H enrollment fees. While the University of California committed employment funds for the 
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Initiative, there was no funding allocated for program implementation. One staff member expressed 

early frustration in lack of funds: 

Where is the support for this new program that you all want to see happen? I can't just magically make it 

happen. That's kind of how I felt. I was told to increase the enrollment of Latinos, and starting programs 

for Latinos, but it was like it was going to be magic.

While limited funds might have reduced the potential for high-quality and successful programming, one 

positive benefit, at least in two counties, was that it promoted partnerships to leverage resources, for 

example collaborating with UC CalFresh.  

Staff emphasized that getting to know the community and building relationships were the most 

important parts of starting a new 4-H program. Staff identified several 4-H program models they utilized 

to engage Latino youth in 4-H; these included after-school clubs, SPIN clubs, inschool clubs, day camps, 

and short-term/special interest programs. Within each, content and curriculum varied around 

science/engineering, health/nutrition, and civic engagement; all implemented using culturally 

responsive practices. When asked how they made decisions about which program model to implement, 

most replied that they used data such as parent or youth surveys and let the community decide. As one 

staff member explained: “We gather people together, refresh their minds on the [4-H] delivery modes 

and let them decide which is best for their community. They know the community better than I would.” 

Additionally, while some staff reported challenges recruiting adults to serve as volunteer leaders, others 

utilized teenagers to facilitate programming and act as role models. Utilizing teenagers in this way 

reduced the number of adult volunteers needed while also engaging Latino adolescents in the 4-H YDP 

in a developmentally appropriate role. Three counties employing the teenagers-as-teachers model found 

that this strategy met 4-H learning objectives and reduced the number of adult volunteers they needed to 

recruit, screen, and orient. Another approach was to identify organizations that already had volunteers 

and provide 4-H training. Overall, staff implemented new programming, using a variety of program 

models reaching Latino youth. All six counties were able to increase the number of Latino youth served 

by the end of the year. 

Discussion 

Lessons Learned
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The 4-H YDP has a long history in the United States providing youth development and experiential 

education to young people. While serving predominately non-Hispanic White youth, our University of 

California 4-H Latino Initiative was an attempt to design, implement, and adapt programming to serve 

Latino youth and families in six California counties. Specific to 4-H, we learned that multiple delivery 

modes (e.g., after-school 4-H clubs, special interest [SPIN] clubs) were successful in engaging Latino 

youth and not just the traditional 4-H community club model. Additionally, we learned that staff needed 

support to learn and navigate the 4-H culture. Furthermore, 4-H around the United States has the 

potential to leverage relationships with other Cooperative Extension programs to expand its reach.  

The experiences shared by our six new bilingual and bicultural staff demonstrated positive benefits of 

being able to speak the language of the population the initiative sought to reach. These benefits included 

improved ability to form relationships, communicate more easily with parents, and navigate community 

norms. Additionally, the staff who had previously lived in the communities in which they then served 

realized earlier success in understanding the community’s values and interests; e.g., celebrating 

Mexican Independence Day,  using soccer to attract youth. Furthermore, as supervisors, we observed 

anecdotal evidence for the advantages of hiring staff who understood the culture and the language of the 

communities they were tasked to serve; e.g., staff’s ability to form relationships with the Latino 

community more quickly than those of us who were non-Hispanic White had experienced previously. 

Recommendations 

The experiences shared from the bicultural and bilingual program staff can help shape activities that 

other YDPs and institutions may consider in similar efforts. First, supervisors and leadership should be 

prepared to support new staff in learning both the organizational culture and developing a realistic plan-

of-work in order to balance staff time developing knowledge of the target community and knowledge of 

the organization. Additionally, although program model flexibility aids in being responsive to unique 

community needs, supervisors should be intentional in agreeing on initiative-wide priorities so that staff 

can build a community of practice.  Second, supervisors should recognize that building social capital is 

as important as skill development when staff are tasked with increasing diversity. Developing 

relationships and trust takes time, so organizational leadership should plan for personnel to spend 

significant time building relationships before expecting to see significant increases in youth numbers 

reached.  

Third, leverage collaborations with internal and external programs that have successful relationships 

with target populations. Supervisors should work intentionally with their staff to map the local 

ecosystem of Latino YDPs, including identifying gatekeepers, in order to help establish priorities. 
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 Overall, staff found easier and faster success bringing new education or curriculum to schools and other 

YDPs that serve Latino youth than trying to bring Latino youth into existing programming. To assist in 

these efforts, staff would likely benefit from training in how to engage gatekeepers (i.e., an elevator 

speech, know the why, understand resources your organization can bring).  

Finally, staff should be empowered to suggest ways to overcome organizational procedures that may 

serve as barriers to participation by targeted youth populations. The process of increasing diversity takes 

time and commitment to building new relationships, support for developing meaningful programs, and a 

willingness to change as an organization. 

Limitations 

Our study has several limitations. First, our data set relied on the perceptions from staff themselves, 

without triangulation from others, such as supervisors, colleagues, or youth participants. Second, since 

supervisors were also researchers, participants may not have felt comfortable sharing all challenges. 

Third, the six counties included in our study were selected for their readiness to expand programming, 

and thus, there may be additional opportunities or challenges in locations that were not included in the 

pilot project. Fourth, we did not assess differing types of institutional support within each county. This 

could have had a mediating effect on staff success. Fifth, our analysis was conducted only in relation to 4-

H programming and did not include a broader look at institutional settings. 
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A B S T R A C T
The Sale of Junior Champions is a premier livestock auction and youth scholarship program held at 

Dixie Nationals as a part of Mississippi’s junior livestock program. The sale is open to 4-H and FFA 

members who qualified their livestock at the annual Dixie National Junior Round-Up. While youth 

livestock sales programs are commonly found at state and county fairs throughout the United States, 

demographic information and information concerning financial and life skill impacts of the program on 

participants is limited. Therefore, a survey instrument for the 2018 sale was designed to determine how 

the event has impacted the financial burden of continued education and life skill development of youth 

participants. Paper and electronic surveys were distributed during and after the event. Responses (n = 

176) reflected a diverse group of participants including 4-H/FFA members (22%), parents of youth 

(22%), volunteers (21%), Extension employees/FFA advisors (22%), sale buyers/sponsors (12%), and 

others (2%). Most participants (45%) were older (40-60 years old). Almost half of the respondents (43%) 

had attended the sale 6 or more times, while 10% were first-time attendees. A driving force for attendance 

appeared to be the scholarships as 33% received or had a youth receiving a scholarship. Program 

participation promoted improvement in all life skills measured. Future educational goals in youths were 

reported to be positively impacted by sale participation (p < 0.001). Understanding of sale participant 

demographics and financial and life skill impacts will assist in program justification, future program 

growth, and identifying groups where participation can be strengthened. 

Key words: youth scholarship programs, livestock sales, youth life skills, 4-H, FFA

Introduction 

Youth programs such as 4-H and FFA were established decades ago in order to help youth continue to 

develop various life skills (Lockman, 2017). These programs are designed to engage youth through 

hands-on learning in a non-traditional manner. Involvement in 4-H and FFA programs gives youth the 

ability to take on the responsibility of their own project to gain skills and knowledge that will benefit 

them as young adults (Ward, 1996; Goodwin, 2010; Rose et al., 2016). 

Youth livestock sales programs are not uncommon throughout the United States as they can be found at 

most state and county fairs each year (Kreutz, 2013). As for Mississippi, the Dixie National Junior 

Round-Up (DNJR) is the premier junior market animal show where youth exhibit market animals from 

which the Champion and Reserve Champion animals are selected to be auctioned through the Sale of 
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 Junior Champions (Jousan, 2018). Both 4-H and FFA contestants exhibit their livestock in the largest 

junior market livestock show in Mississippi. The Champions and Reserve Champions of the Junior 

Market steer, lamb, swine, Mississippi bred barrow, and goat shows are singled out for a special tribute at 

the Dixie National Livestock Show and are eligible for the Sale of Junior Champions. The number 

animals that qualify for the sale range between two and 12 animals per Junior Market Show. In addition 

to these animals, if they are not one of the regular show Champions or Reserve Champions, the Overall 

Grand and Reserve Grand Champion Mississippi bred market steers, lambs, and goats are eligible for the 

sale with two animals per type of livestock qualifying. Thus, a total of 42 to 48 animals typically qualify 

for the Sale of Junior Champions.  

This sale has steadily grown over the last 49 years, having grossed over $100,000 in sales for 24 years 

consecutively and generating $6.89 million in total sales. In addition, the scholarship program has grown 

from awarding a single $1,000 scholarship 26 years ago to having provided a total of $832,700 in 

scholarship funds to support the education of Mississippi youth (Jousan, 2018). When the exhibitor’s 

animal is sold, he or she receives 75% of the sale price of their animal. The Sale of Junior Champions 

committee retains 25% of the sale price, which is then used for scholarship funds (20%) and for expenses 

such as promotion of the sale (5%). The following are the three different ways a youth may be rewarded a 

scholarship: (a) be a senior in high school that did not have an animal qualify for the sale, (b) be a winner 

of the Premier Exhibitor Contest, or (c) have a Supreme Breeding Animal.  

High school seniors that show livestock at Dixie Nationals, but do not qualify an animal for the sale have 

an opportunity to win a $1,500 scholarship. In 2018, the committee presented 39 youth with these 

scholarships totaling $58,500. To be eligible, youth have to show an animal at that year’s DNJR 

(breeding or market animal). They submit an application with the following aspects of the application 

weighted accordingly in the scholarship selection: financial need (35%); involvement in animal projects 

(35%); education/grades (15%); and overall impression (15%). Three members of the Sale of Junior 

Champions committee score the applications and determine which youths are deserving of these 

scholarships.  

On the other hand, winners of the Premier Exhibitor Scholarship are youths who submit an application in 

whatever species they show (beef cattle, dairy cattle, meat goat, dairy goat, sheep, and/or swine), go 

through questions at stations that pertain to their species, take an exam, go through an interview, and then 

earn points in showmanship and with their animal in its respective class while showing. These 

scholarships are $2,000 each. It is possible that a winner of the Premier Exhibitor Scholarship could have 

a Supreme Animal too, and thus, could win two scholarships.  
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Supreme Animal Scholarship winners earn $1,500 for earning a supreme title. These breeding animals 

are not included in the sale. The title of Supreme Champion in one of the following categories earns a 

youth exhibitor this scholarship: beef heifer, beef bull, dairy cattle female, senior dairy goat female, 

commercial beef heifer, and commercial meat goat doe. 

While these scholarship opportunities are attractive to high school age youths as they start their college 

search, the benefits of these programs go beyond financial impact (Kreutz, 2013). 4-H and FFA 

programs provide an outlet for youth to experience a plethora of exciting, yet educational opportunities 

that assist in building life skills (Ward, 1996; National 4-H Council, 2013; Harris, Stripling, Stephens, & 

Loveday, 2016). Youth are presented with choices of projects and activities to participate in such as 

youth livestock sales programs so that they may explore various areas of interest as they build these 

skills. Previous research has revealed that 4-H program participation has impacted life skill development 

and has prepared young adults to succeed (Ratkos & Knollenberg, 2015). Furthermore, a study by 

Boleman, Cummings, and Briers (2004) revealed that parents of youth that were involved in 4-H 

livestock projects noticed enhancement of life skill development related to participation. The longer 

children were involved in their projects, the more likely the children were to develop important skills for 

life.

Nevertheless, participation is a limiting factor for these youth programs to flourish, and with the ever-

changing diversity within the population being recruited for these programs, recruitment becomes even 

more challenging today (LaVergne, 2013; Martin & Kitchel, 2014). Furthermore, along with the 

difficulty of recruitment, events such as a youth livestock sales program require a large amount of 

planning, organizing, and monetary input. Thus, it is necessary to ascertain the value and effect that 

programs such as the sale have on youth participants, family members, and community members. This 

information helps committee members and/or event organizers evaluate the efficacy of the program and 

determine its value, outside of just dollars and cents, and how it may be changed for the better. 

In the end, while participation numbers and scholarship dollars are recorded for these programs, to date, 

documentation of the types and extent of participation associated specifically with youth livestock sales 

programs and the impact of this type of program on youth and others involved with these events are 

lacking. Therefore, the objective of this study was to examine participation and the broader impacts of a 

youth livestock sales program, the Sale of Junior Champions, through the application of a survey 

instrument. 
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Methods 

Survey Participants 

The Sale of Junior Champions is held annually at the Dixie National Junior Round-Up. The 2018 sale 

was held in Jackson, Mississippi during the month of February. Youth livestock exhibitors for the sale 

included both 4-H and FFA members. Along with youth sale exhibitors, other 4-H and FFA members 

attended the sale to receive scholarships associated with the youth livestock sales program. In addition, 

sale attendees included buyers of the sale animals, sale sponsors, parents of youth exhibitors and/or 

scholarship recipients, sale volunteers, faculty and staff associated with Mississippi State University, 

and local community members. Sponsors of the sale were defined as those businesses or individuals who 

were not buyers of sale animals, but donated funds directly to the scholarship program. These monies 

were 100% transferred to the scholarship program, and then were combined with a 20% commission 

taken from the sale of each animal. Buyers were defined as individuals and businesses that put forth 

money toward the purchase of a sale animal at the auction. Exhibitors were those youth that qualified a 

Champion or Reserve Champion animal. Exhibitors could have qualified multiple animals in the same 

species or across species in the same year. Exhibitors were, however, limited in how many animals were 

shown. They could have three market animals per species as long as one animal was Mississippi bred.

During the 2018 Sale of Junior Champions, paper copies of the survey were distributed to all sale 

participants and attendees in which survey participants were allowed to complete the survey throughout 

the duration of the event. A booth was set up at the entrance of the auction facility where the sale took 

place. Mississippi State University employees handed out the paper survey at the booth and answered 

questions about the sale and the survey. The booth was staffed by at least two employees for at least 30 

minutes before and after the sale and during the sale. Survey participation was voluntary. A total of 100 

copies of the survey were available at the booth for distribution. 

In addition to the paper format, an online format of the survey was developed for participants and shared 

via social media platforms and email. The survey was set up through Survey Monkey with the link sent 

out utilizing an email list consisting of all county extension offices’ employees and FFA advisors 

throughout the state of Mississippi. In addition, the email was sent to all 30 members of the Sale of Junior 

Champions committee. During the 6-week period after the conclusion of the 2018 sale, a survey link was 

available on the Mississippi 4-H Livestock Facebook page and an email reminder for survey 

participation was sent out three times.  
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Survey Instrument 

The survey instrument was reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board for the Protection 

of Human Subjects prior to survey distribution. The questions for the survey were developed from input 

given by Mississippi State University faculty and staff including Extension agents, volunteers for the 

various youth programs, and previous participants for these youth programs. Question development and 

survey implementation followed principles from the Tailored Design Method (Dillman, 2000). Prior to 

the 2018 sale, the survey instrument was evaluated for the relative nature of the questioning and the 

clarity of questions and answers by a panel of four experts. These experts consisted of individuals that 

have participated in 4-H and/or FFA livestock programs as either an alumnus of these programs, 

producer involved with these programs, and/or University faculty/staff member with Extension 

responsibilities. Through feedback from these individuals minor changes were made to the survey 

instrument to improve the clarity of questioning utilizing language appropriate to the target audience 

prior to survey distribution. 

 

Questions on both the paper and online formats of the survey instrument were identical and are displayed 

in Table 1. The survey instrument gathered demographic information in addition to participation 

information and perceived benefits of participation to those involved in the youth livestock sales 

program.  

             Table 1. Questions From the 2018 Sale of Junior Champions Survey Instrument
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Table 1 (continued)

Of the 16 forced-choice questions, five were partially closed questions allowing for an “other” option 

with a space for writing in details if there was not an answer that matched the respondent’s needs. The last 

question in the survey used a closed question with ordered choices to have the participants evaluate their 

level of improvement in the following life skills: decision making, time management, problem solving, 

goal setting, building friendships, professional networking, public speaking, respect, effective listening, 

and financial responsibility. Cronbach’s alpha was applied to determine the reliability of the survey 

instrument with the results of the reliability analysis determined to be acceptable (α = 0.80). 

Data Analysis 

Descriptive statistics was utilized for each question with the number of responses totaled into respective 

groups based on the answer selection and percentages generated per answer response. A binomial test 

was performed for questions 12 and 13. Significance was denoted at a p-value less than 0.001.
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Results 

Demographics 

The participants in this study (n = 176 completed the survey; 131 online surveys completed and 45 paper 

surveys completed) were characterized into four age groups. Of the four age groups, 12% were in the 18 

to 25 age group, 26% were in the 25 to 40 age group, 45% were in the 40 to 60 age group, and the 

remaining 16% were outside of the age groups listed. As for gender, the majority (54%) were male.  

Involvement 

According to survey responses, sale participation reflects a diverse group of attendees including 4-

H/FFA members (22%), parents of participating youths (22%), volunteers (21%), Extension 

employees/FFA advisors (22%), buyers/sponsors (12%), and others (2%). The youth livestock sales 

program appears to encourage dedicated annual participation as 43% of the respondents had attended the 

Sale of Junior Champions six or more times, while only 10% of responders were first-time sale 

attendees. 

Attendees of the event demonstrated various avenues of support of the event. From a financial 

standpoint, respondents reported that they bought livestock (31%), sponsors that donated funds (8%), or 

supported the sale in another manner (8%) such as sponsoring the pre-sale reception or promoting the 

sale participants. Those who indicated they supported the sale by purchasing animals (i.e., “buyers”) 

either this year or in previous years were broken into categories based on the amount they spent on the 

animal(s). The greatest number of animal buyers spent under $500 (Figure 1). These values vary because 

multiple buyers may combine funds to purchase one or more animals at the sale. 

The youth exhibitor’s monetary investment in their animals varied (Figure 1). The investments made by 

youth exhibitors accounts for their spending over the course of their project. Possible expenses include 

feed costs, health care, transport, and show fees. Monetary investment varies based on several factors 

such as feed costs, facility use or rental, animal purchase costs, livestock species, and medical costs. As 

for the sale, youth exhibitors’ financial investment ranged from $500 to over $20,000. This amount 

included this year and any previous year of participation for the youth. When comparing family 

investments, the largest category/range was those families spending over $20,000 on their animal 

projects.
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Figure 1. Percentage of Monetary Spending of Livestock Animal Sale Buyers Compared to Percentage 

of Monetary Investment by Youth Raising Livestock Animals for the Sale

 Scholarship and Youth Development

Approximately 33% of the participants in the sale were directly impacted by receiving a scholarship or 

being the parent of youth who received a scholarship. Of the 75 respondents that received scholarship 

funding or were the parents of scholarship recipients, during their youth livestock show career (ages 8-

18), 4% received under $1,000, 28% received $1,000 to $2,000, 17% received $2,000 to $3,000, 9% 

received $3,000 to $5,000, and 41% received over $5,000. Because some scholarships are awarded to 

Supreme Champion Breeding Animals or for winning educational contests associated with the youth 

livestock show and sale program, it is possible that youth received multiple scholarships of varying 

amounts over their youth show career. 

Participants were asked if they felt like they or their child’s career goals had been positively impacted by 

the Sale of Junior Champions. Of the 91 people who answered Question 13 (response rate = 52%), 97% 

of respondents said that they or their child was positively impacted (p < 0.001). The majority of 

participants felt that they or their child’s future collegiate and/or educational goals (Question 12) had 

been positively impacted by their participation in the sale (p < 0.001).  

Life Skills Development 

Question 16 (response rate = 59%) asked respondents to reflect on the extent to which their participation 

or their child’s participation in a youth livestock sales program impacted the life skills of decision 
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 making, time management, problem solving, goal setting, friendship building, professional networking, 

public speaking, respect, effective listening, and financial responsibility. Figure 2 illustrates 

respondents’ answers to Question 16. Friendship building showed the strongest improvement with 77% 

of the responses indicating a “strong improvement” of that skill. Public speaking had the highest 

percentage of “not improved” responses (4%), while goal setting and effective listening were the only 

skills that had no respondents report “not improved”. “Large improvement” was the preferred choice for 

respondents for all skills followed by “good improvement”.

       Figure 2. Participants’ Life Skill Development Through a Youth Livestock Sales Program
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Discussion 

Limitations of the Survey Instrument 

Due to the time and money needed to develop and carry out youth programs, there is an urgency by those 

overseeing these programs that some type of justification is available to continue funding and 

orchestrating these programs. While number of participants, scholarships awarded, funds collected, and 

overall costs are traditionally recorded for these youth programs, more thorough feedback on the impact 

of these programs, both financially and on participant development, has been lacking for more 

specialized programs like youth livestock sales programs. Often coordinators of these youth programs 

will visit with participants and families in person to get input on these programs, but the application of 

survey instruments has proven to be a useful tool for documenting specifics on program benefits and 

weaknesses (Taylor-Powell, Steele, & Doughah, 1996). Therefore, a survey instrument for a youth 

livestock sales program, the Sale of Junior Champions, was designed and implemented to assess 

participant involvement and impact, both financially and in skill development of the youth participants.

The survey instrument in this study was distributed in both paper and online formats to those that were 

involved in some aspect of the 2018 Sale of Junior Champions. Offering multiple formats of the survey 

allowed for a greater range of participants, increasing response numbers (Dillman, 2000). The 

recruitment of participants can be a limiting factor in survey studies (Parker, Manan, & Urbanski, 2012). 

In addition, with the goal of maximizing respondent numbers and knowing the diversity of participants 

that would be targeted, survey questions were developed to be less focused. Thus, more specific 

conclusions directed towards a certain population or particular aspects of the sale are unavailable at this 

time. Furthermore, the number of questions in the survey was limited in order to assist in attracting 

participants (Dillman, 2000), but this approach also restricted the ability to move into more detailed 

questioning. Nevertheless, despite these limitations, the use of multiple survey formats, less specific 

survey questions, and limited number of survey questions are recommended for other youth programs in 

the initial stages of applying a survey instrument for program assessment in order to increase survey 

participant numbers. 

Sale Participation 

With today’s technology, youth are more prone to stay inside the home interacting with their electronics 

than working outside with their animals (Palmer, McCarthy, Perkins, Borden, & DiNallo, 2018). Thus, 

one goal of this survey was to collect feedback as to what was the driving force for those participating in 
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youth livestock sales programs. A driving force for sale attendance appeared to be the scholarships, as 

33% received or had a child receive a scholarship, while 32% attended to present qualified sale animals, 

which resulted in the youth receiving monies for the sale of their animal. Specific questions, however, 

concerning motivation for participation were not directly asked in the survey instrument. Nevertheless, 

as Figure 1 demonstrates, while the $1,500 scholarships associated with this sale may be linked with 

participation, the monies invested by families for participation well exceeded the return of the 

scholarships gained, thus, suggesting intangible returns such as development of life skills. According to 

Arnold, Meinhold, Skubinna, and Ashton (2007), youth participants in county 4-H fairs did not report 

sale of their animal as the highest motivator for participation, but instead reported such things as “having 

fun,” “achieving goals,” “spending time with friends,” and “teamwork,” offering insight to what we 

refer to as these intangible returns for participation. 

In addition, while money appeared to be linked with participation, only 15% of survey participants 

attributed their attendance to being a sale buyer and/or sponsor. Nevertheless, these individuals are 

valuable for future programs and for the broadening of youth participation. Likewise, many of the write-

in responses recommended increasing the funding for the program and scholarships. Weikert, Hoover, 

Radhakrishna, and Swinker (2015) performed a similar study that included questions covering limiting 

factors for respondents and their participation in 4-H programs. The biggest limiting factor for 

participants was the cost of participation. Again, as seen in Figure 1, cost of participation well exceeded 

the value of the scholarships received, and thus, the expansion of scholarship opportunities will help to 

offset the cost of participation in this sale program. 

Life Skills Development and Youth Programs 

Previous studies have indicated personal growth and life skill development through the participation in 

specific aspects of 4-H programing (Anderson & Karr-Lilienthal, 2011; Davis, Stripling, Stephens, & 

Loveday, 2016; Haas, Mincemoyer, & Perkins, 2015). This, however, was the first survey to be 

administered at this event, thus the focus of this survey instrument was to determine the broad impact of 

participation in a youth program over a focused timeframe. Similar to Harris et al. (2016), a gain in 

development for all of the life skills evaluated was attributed to the youth livestock program. While 

neither study describes changes that may have been seen from year to year or changes that individuals 

may experience from participating in different aspects of the event, the results give a broad look at the 

impact of participation on youth development. Particularly, self-reflection of life skill development for a 

youth helps in future career goal achievement, redirecting the focus in youth livestock programs away 
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from just the monetary value of the sale of the animal (Lerner, Lerner, & Phelps, 2008). This is of 

particular importance with the cost of participation outweighing the return. 

While development of certain life skills takes years (Lerner et al., 2008), this survey instrument is a 

snapshot of a particular year and how participating in this sale affected individuals. While this approach 

is not uncommon (Deaver & Probert, 2016; Harris et al., 2016), future survey studies should look at 

longitudinal studies as they assist in tracking the variations in skill development and perceptions moving 

data beyond immediate program effectiveness towards the quantification and qualification of long-term 

impact (Workman & Scheer, 2012). Nevertheless, one must also take into consideration that this type of 

self-reporting study is prone to biases due to subjectivity of the respondent. This can lead a respondent to 

distort one’s answers to enhance self-esteem or favor one’s self in some aspect (Reifenberg, 1986). In 

addition to this, a youth may respond differently to the survey than his or her parent or guardian who is 

responding on the youth’s behalf. This survey instrument allowed for both youths and parents of these 

youths to evaluate life skill development of the youths, and thus, the combined responses may show 

variability related to what the youths perceive versus what their parents perceive. This survey study did 

not look at the specific differences between youths and their parents in these answers, and while this type 

of comparison would be of interest in discussing the variability in viewpoints of those involved with 

these programs, combining of the perspectives of the various groups involved in this youth program was 

designed to determine a collective impact of these programs, not specific to one group. 

Further Development of Survey Instruments 

The data produced by this survey instrument gives insight not only to this youth livestock sales program, 

but to other similar programs concerning program impact and insight on areas for development 

including recruitment of future sponsors and buyers to increase scholarship opportunities. However, for 

future survey studies associated with this or similar youth programs, survey data can be greatly elevated 

in validity and strength if a secondary study is conducted after adjustments are made to the event based 

on the data that the primary study provided. There are few secondary studies in this field, and yet, it is 

helpful to conduct research in this manner to evaluate the efficacy of the original study such that more 

statistical analysis may be completed.  

Similarly, pre-event surveys are useful in obtaining a baseline to which to compare post-event results, 

such as evaluating the youths’ life skills prior to and after participation in an event (Rockwell & Kohn, 

1989). Junge, Manglallan, and Raskauskas (2003) utilized pre- and postevent survey instruments to 

evaluate how after-school programs affect the development of life skills. They found that the use of pre- 
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and post-program survey instruments allowed for the demonstration of life skill development over time 

and determination of how specific life skills differed in relation to other factors such as gender, age, and 

ethnic background. While the current study did not perform a pre-event survey, the question pertaining to 

life skills asked survey participants to assess the impact of the sale on life skills, and thus gave a 

perceived effect of the development of life skills over time. This approach is similar to previous studies 

evaluating youth livestock programs (Deaver & Probert, 2016; Harris et al., 2016). 

Scholarship Impact for Youth Participants 

The perceived improvements and impacts that this program has on the participants demonstrate the 

necessity and importance of youth programs such as this sale. These programs are demanding in terms of 

organization and execution, but they are vital to the development of life skills and aid in directing the 

educational path of youth. About 33% of the children involved in the 2018 sale received scholarships and 

41% of the participants received over $5,000 in scholarship funds throughout their participation. 

Through the monies received by participants, they learned the value of the livestock industry giving 

them a stepping stone into a potential career in the livestock industry. In addition, the contacts that these 

youths make while participating in these programs will be of use if they decide to make a career in the 

livestock industry (Deaver & Probert, 2016). 

While this study did not focus on the specifics concerning the impact of this program on career selection, 

the positive response on career goal development through participation in the sale suggests a potential 

for continued involvement in the livestock industry. According to Williams, Thompson, Taylor, and 

Sanders (2010), long-term youth involvement in 4-H programs aids in career choice of youth 

participants. However, the study goes on to suggest these programs may not provide adequate career 

awareness that will need to be supplemented by other external programs. Nevertheless, the development 

of life skills through these youth livestock programs as seen in the current study may help nourish the 

proactive nature of the youth to search out the needed career awareness for being successful in their 

career selection (Deaver & Probert, 2016).  

Concluding Statement 

The information that has been gathered from this survey instrument will help guide those involved with 

this type of youth livestock sales program in their future decisions for program development. The multi-

facet approach to this survey instrument to investigate both the financial and youth developmental 

impacts will assist in program betterment by finding balance between dollars spent and the return seen in 
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the development of skills that will lay the foundation for the future success of youth participants. In the 

end, this survey instrument and the results can serve as guidance for other county and state programs 

wanting to do similar youth programs or utilize comparable survey instruments to evaluate their own 

youth livestock sales programs.
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A B S T R A C T
Running away from home is a serious problem among American youth. It has been linked to numerous 

negative social, psychological, and behavioral outcomes. It is well established that family dysfunction is 

one reason that youth run away from home. However, less research focuses on how both families and 

schools influence youths’ likelihood of running away from home. Drawing from a sample of 4,546 youth 

from the 1997 National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, I examine how youths’ perceptions of their schools’ 

safety, experiences with bully victimization, and bonds with their families and their schools predict the 

likelihood of running away from home. I find that youths’ negative perceptions of their schools’ safety 

increase the likelihood that they will run away from home. Additionally, I discover that youth who have 

been the victims of bullying are more likely to run away from home compared to their peers who have not 

been bullied. My findings also suggest a cumulative effect between youths’ perceptions of unsafe schools 

and experiences with bullying, suggesting that youth are most likely to run away from home when they 

feel unsafe at school and have been the victim of childhood bullying. These findings are important 

because they have implications for policy development. My findings suggest that (a) promoting a positive 

and inclusive school environment and (b) helping youth foster stronger relationships may help deter 

youth from running away from home.   

Key words: running away from home, school safety, bullying, positive youth development, social capital

Introduction 

In the United States, it is estimated that one in seven youths between the ages of 10 and 18 years-old will 

run away from home, and youth ages 12 to 17 years old are at an increased risk of homelessness (National 

Conference of State Legislatures [NCSL], 2016). Runaways are youth under the age of 18 years who 

leave home for at least one night without their parents’ or guardians’ permission (Bailey, Camlin, & 

Ennett, 1998; Hammer, Finkelhor, & Sedlak, 2002). While most runaways do not experience long-term 

homelessness (Hammer et al., 2002; Milburn et al., 2007), running away from home places youth at an 

increased risk for numerous negative outcomes. For example, runaway youth are at an increased risk of 

physical (Whitbeck, Hoyt, & Ackley, 1997; Whitbeck & Simons, 1993) and sexual victimization 

(Kempf-Leonard & Johansson, 2007). Recently, sexual victimization in the form of human or sex 

trafficking is a growing area of concern for runaway youth (Fedina, Perdue, Bright, & Williamson, 2018; 

Middleton, Gattis, Frey, & Roe-Sepowitz, 2018). Human traffickers often target youth runways and 

force or manipulate them into prostitution lasting days or even years (Polaris, 2019). Youth who run 

away from foster homes are especially vulnerable to becoming a human trafficking victims. This risk is 

further heightened for youth who are female, had prior experiences with psychological and sexual abuse, 
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and had previous runaway episodes (Latzman, Gibbs, Feinberg, Kluckman, & Aboul-Hosn, 2018). In 

addition to experiencing various forms of victimization, runaway youth often experience mental health 

(Tyler, Schmitz, & Ray, 2018) and substance abuse issues (Martinez, 2006; McMorris, Tyler, Whitbeck, 

& Hoyt, 2002; Simons & Whitbeck, 1991; Whitbeck, 2017). Compared to their peers, runaways are 

more likely to be arrested and incarcerated (Biehal & Wade, 1999). Hagan and McCarthy (1998) argue 

that this may be because running away from home introduces youth to new delinquent opportunities 

(e.g., prostitution, drug use, etc.), as well as the need to engage in them.

Family dysfunction, abuse, and neglect are reasons that youth often run away from home (Cauce et al., 

2000; Gwadz, Nish, Leonard, & Strauss, 2007; Jeanis, Fox, & Muniz, 2018; Radu, 2017; Tyler, Cauce, & 

Whitbeck, 2004; Tyler, Hagewen, & Melander, 2011; Tyler, Hoyt, Whitbeck, & Cauce, 2001; Whitbeck, 

2017; Whitbeck, Hoyt, & Yoder, 1999). Research is relatively conclusive that family dysfunction is 

associated with higher rates of running away from home. However, the primary focus on negative family 

environments neglects other important contexts in youths’ lives, such as schools. Additionally, the focus 

on family dysfunction overlooks families’ strengths and resiliency. This leaves several questions 

unanswered. How important are youths’ perceptions of their schools’ environments for deterring youth 

from running away from home? Do negative experiences at school or with youths’ peers influence their 

decisions to leave home without their parents’ permission? Do positive relationships between parents 

and their children help deter youth from running away from home?  

To address these questions, I first examined whether youths' perceptions of their schools’ safety 

influences the likelihood that youth will run away from home. Youth spend a large portion of their time at 

school. Consequently, running away from home may be a means to avoid attending a school they deem 

unsafe and circumvent harassment from their peers at school. Because research establishes that 

victimization is a driving force behind youths’ decisions to run away from home, I also explored whether 

youths’ experiences with bullying and other forms of victimization increased their likelihood of running 

away from home. Next, I took a unique approach by assessing family strengths. Instead of focusing on 

victimization within the context of the family, I assessed if a positive family environment may help 

prevent youth from running away from home. Additionally, I examined whether school resources in the 

form of school social capital affect youths’ likelihood of becoming runaways. In addition, to better 

understand the combined effect of youths’ perceptions and experiences, I examined how together, 

youths’ perceptions of their schools’ safety and experiences with bullying predict youths’ likelihood of 

running away from home.  
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Students’ Perceptions of Schools’ Safety and Bullying  

Running away from home is a serious problem and negative perceptions of youths’ schools 

environments may be a contributing factor (Radu, 2017). Studies consistently find that a safe school 

environment may help reduce delinquency (Cernkovich & Giordano, 1992; Liska & Reed, 1985; 

O’Donnell, Hawkins, Catalano, Abbott, & Day, 1995; Popp & Peguero, 2012). However, it is unclear 

whether youths’ perceptions of their schools’ safety influences runaway behaviors. While we know that 

there is an association between running away from home and educational issues, such as dropping out of 

school and higher rates of suspension and expulsion (Hagan & McCarthy, 1998; Whitbeck et al., 1999), 

few studies examine if youths’ perceptions of their schools’ safety influence their decisions to leave 

home.   

Bullying is one form of peer victimization that is a serious problem for many youths. The Centers for 

Disease Control (2018) estimate that in 2017, 19% of youths were bullied at school and nearly 7% of 

youths reported not attending school due to safety concerns. Olweus (1991) describes bullying as the 

repeated physical and/or psychological aggression that is perpetrated with the intention to cause harm to 

one or more individuals. There are numerous negative consequences associated with bully 

victimization, including social strain with peers (Nansel, Craig, Overpeck, Saluja, & Ruan, 2004), 

higher rates of avoidance behaviors (Hutzell & Payne, 2012) and truancy (Lane, 1989), and an increased 

risk of engaging in subsequent violence (Radu, 2018). Yet, relatively unstudied is how bully 

victimization influences youths’ likelihood of running away from home (Radu, 2017). My approach 

considers how students’ perceptions of school safety and experiences with bullying victimization both 

individually and collectively influence youths’ likelihood of running away from home.

Other Factors Associated with Running Away From Home  

Several demographic factors are associated with running away from home. Females are more likely to 

run away from home than males (Morewitz, 2016; Sanchez, Waller, & Greene, 2006) and African-

American and Latino adolescents are less likely to run away from home than their White/non-Latino 

counterparts (Tyler & Bersani, 2008). Youth ages 12 years and older are at an increased risk of running 

away from home (Benoit-Bryan, 2015). There is a strong relationship between family structure (Kim, 

Chenot, & Lee, 2015; Sanchez et al., 2006) and behavioral problems (Substance Abuse and Mental 

Health Services Administration, 2004) predicting youths’ likelihood of running away from home.  
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Holliday, Edelen, and Tucker (2017) point out that it is important to consider that runaways are a 

heterogeneous group, and youth tend to vary in terms of their individual characteristics and motivations 

for leaving home. While considering individual characteristics helps us better identify who runs away 

from home, understanding positive youth development theories helps explain both who and why youth 

may run away from home. Therefore, I draw from two interdisciplinary perspectives that provide 

frameworks for understanding positive youth development: ecological systems theory and social capital 

theory. 

Positive Youth Development  

Ecological Systems Theory  

Bronfenbrenner’s (1974, 1979) ecological systems theory emphasized the importance of considering 

resources from multiple contexts that may potentially influence youths’ socialization and development. 

Two important contexts are families and schools. Bronfenbrenner conceptualized the ecological 

environment as a set of nested structures, including (a) the microsystem, (b) the mesosystem, and (c) the 

macrosystem. He argued that human development involves the way in which individuals perceive these 

social structures. The microsystem consists of patterns of activities, roles, and interpersonal 

relationships that individuals experience in a given setting. The mesosystem comprises the interrelations 

among two or more settings in which individuals actively participate, such as the relationships among 

home, school, and one’s peer group. These connections employ additional forms, including social 

networks, communication among settings, and the extent and nature of knowledge and attitudes existing 

in one setting about the other. The macrosystem exists at the level of one’s subculture and includes belief 

systems. Additionally, these systems extend beyond each context to encompass functional systems 

between settings. For example in this study, youth are embedded within the microsystem of their 

families, the mesosystem of relationships between microsystems (e.g., their families and schools), and 

the macrosystem of their cultural beliefs and perceptions of these systems (Bronfenbrenner, 1974, 

1979).  

The strength of using ecological systems theory as a framework for this study is that it considers how 

each context individually and collectively impacts youths’ likelihood of running away from home. Few 

studies account for the influence of institutions external to the family when predicting youths’ likelihood 

of running away from home. This is problematic because some studies find that families are more 

important than schools for promoting child social development (Parcel & Dufur, 2001) and deterring 

delinquency (Dufur, Hoffmann, Braudt, Parcel, & Spence, 2015). Other studies suggest that school 
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resources may be especially beneficial when family resources are limited (Greenwald, Hedges, & Laine, 

1996). This suggests that the process of children’s socialization is complex, involving multiple social 

systems, with two critical social systems being the family and the school. In the next section I discuss 

how families and schools have the potential to make capital investments in children and adolescents in 

the forms of family social capital and school social capital.  

Social Capital Theory: Family and School Social Capital  

Social capital refers to connections between and among individuals that produce social outcomes, 

reflecting the value of relationships between people (Coleman, 1990). Social capital theory poses that 

individuals benefit through their social relationships and participation in groups. Coleman (1988, 1990) 

argues that social capital is developed through family interaction, and parental interest in their children, 

parental monitoring, and extended family exchange and support are also forms of family social capital. 

Hagan and McCarthy's (1998) version of social capital theory suggests that youth are more likely to run 

away from disadvantaged homes because parents have less social capital. Lower levels of social capital 

may include weakened bonds between parents and their children and inconsistent and harsh parenting, 

both of which increase youths' likelihood of running away from home (Hagan & McCarthy, 1998). This 

is supported by other studies, such as Bursik’s (1999) research that suggests that social capital is an 

informal mechanism that may help control delinquent and criminal behaviors. Research consistently 

finds that adolescents with lower levels of family social capital are more likely to engage in problematic 

behaviors (Dufur et al., 2015; Dufur, Parcel, & McCune, 2008; Dufur, Parcel, & Troutman, 2013; 

Milkie, Nomaguchi, & Denny, 2015), which may include running away from home (Luster & Small, 

1994).  

Capital at school also affects children’s academic, behavioral, and social outcomes (Parcel, Dufur, & 

Cornell Zito, 2010). High levels of school social capital include positive perceptions of schools’ teachers 

and fairness in terms of grading and discipline (Radu, 2018). Parcel and Bixby (2016) argue that school 

social capital also consists of bonds between parents and schools. Strong connections between parents 

and schools create bridging social capital between the family and the school (Coleman, 1991; Parcel & 

Bixby, 2016; Parcel et al.; 2010; Putnam, 2000). Dika and Singh (2002) suggest that school-wide 

parental involvement in school activities, such as helping with fundraisers, taking an active role through 

parent-teacher conferences, and assisting in classroom duties, may contribute to the overall well-being 

and functioning of the school. Parochial schools may have a positive impact on student outcomes, 

possibly owing to student-teacher bonds, a form of social capital and values shared by family, 

community members, the church and school (Parcel & Dufur, 2001). Additional studies, such as 
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Maddox and Prinz (2003) argue that social bonds to schools may discourage students from engaging in 

behaviors that do not align with the values and norms of the school. Consequently, these studies suggest 

that social capital may take several forms and that each is important for reducing youths’ likelihood of 

running away from home.  

Current Study  

While research shows that multiple contexts influence youths’ socialization and development, research 

continues to overlook key aspects of these contexts, including youths' perceptions of their schools’ 

safety and youths’ experiences with victimization both at school and in other contexts. Therefore, my 

approach contributes to the literature by examining how running away from home is affected by multiple 

contexts. Additionally, victimization is one of the strongest predictors of running away from home and 

perceiving one’s school as unsafe may exacerbate the effects of bully victimization on the likelihood of 

running away from home, which is why I examine the combined effect of negative perceptions of 

schools’ safety and bully victimization predicting the likelihood of running away from home. 

Data and Measures  

I used data from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1997 (Bureau of Labor Statistics, U.S. 

Department of Labor, 2015; hereafter NLSY97). The NLSY97 is a household-based, nationally 

representative longitudinal study, following a cohort of youth born between the years 1980 through 1984 

with Wave 1 starting in 1997, continuing to Wave 16 collected in 2013. The oldest respondents were 16 

years old as of December 31, 1996 and the youngest were 12 years old. The initial sample included 8,984 

individuals originating from 6,819 unique households; 1,862 households included more than one 

NLSY97-eligible respondent. Of the 8,984 total respondents, 4,546 respondents were considered 

eligible for this study because they were (a) between the ages of 13 and 15 at Wave 2 of the survey and (b) 

living with a parent or guardian at the date of the interview. I focused my analysis on 13 to 15-year-olds 

because recently there has been a shift in younger youths leaving home prematurely (NCSL, 2016); 

therefore, more research is needed that focuses on the runaway behaviors of this younger cohort of 

youth. I measured my dependent variable, running away from home at Wave 2 (1998) from a question 

asking respondents if they had left home and stayed away at least one night without their parent’s prior 

knowledge or permission since the date of the last interview at Wave 1 (1997) of the survey.   

Independent Variables  

Perception of School Safety, Bullying, and Other Forms of Victimization 
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I measured perception of school safety at Wave 1 (1997) with a survey question asking respondents, “Do 

you feel safe at school?” Responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 4 (strongly agree). I measured 

bullying with the question, “Before you turned age 12, were you ever the victim of repeated bullying?” 

and responses included 1 (yes) or 0 (no). I used two variables to measure school-based victimization: 

threatened at school and victim of property theft at school, which are included in analysis as 

dichotomous variables. As additional measures of victimization, respondents were asked if their house 

was ever broken into when they were a child and if they had ever witnessed a shooting as a child. 

Witnessing extreme violence, such as a shooting, is oftentimes referred to as “co-victimization” and is 

associated with serious consequences like those resulting from direct victimization (Shakoor & 

Chalmers, 1991). This demonstrates the importance of including witnessing a shooting as a measure for 

victimization. I measured both forms of victimization as dichotomous variables: 1 (yes, experienced 

victimization) and 0 (no, did not experience victimization). 

Family Social Capital, School Social Capital, and Other Family Characteristics  

To measure family social capital, I created an index that included three measures for parental 

involvement or time parents spend with their children and one measure for parental knowledge of child’s 

teachers and school. The index ranged from 0, indicating low levels of family social capital, to 25, 

suggesting high levels of family social capital. Factor analysis suggests that all four items load on one 

factor, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .641 indicating a moderate level of reliability. To measure school 

social capital, I created an index from questions at Wave 1 (1997). Respondents were asked if (a) teachers 

are interested in students’ success at school, (b) the grading system was utilized fairly at school, and (c) 

discipline was fair. Factor analysis suggests that all three items loaded on one factor, and the Cronbach’s 

alpha of .734 indicates a moderate level of reliability. I used three additional measures of school social 

capital, the first being type of school, 1 (parochial school) and 0 (all other schools). Secondly, I measured 

if schools have school-wide parental involvement in school. My final measure of school social capital 

was student-teacher ratio; a lower student-teacher ratio provides an opportunity for stronger bonds 

between students and teachers (Parcel & Dufur, 2001). I also included gross household income as a 

categorical variable with most household income reports (97%) coming from the respondents’ parents. 

In addition, I included measures for both residential paternal and residential maternal years of completed 

education to reflect family socioeconomic status. I controlled for prior runaway experiences, 

delinquency, peer delinquency, race/ethnicity, sex, family structure, and age.  

Analysis
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I tested for multicollinearity by examining bivariate correlations between each of the independent 

variables, and both the tolerance scores and variance inflation factor (VIF) scores indicate that 

multicollinearity does not challenge the findings. The average missing data across independent variables 

was approximately 10%, which is not uncommon in longitudinal datasets (Enders, 2010). I used a series 

of five random imputations to estimate values for missing data across all independent variables. Using 

logistic regression, my analysis predicted the binary outcome variable, likelihood of running away from 

home in 1998 from sets of independent variables measured in 1997. In Model 1, I tested whether 

perception of schools’ safety influenced youths’ likelihood of running away from home. In Model 2, I 

added measures of victimization occurring at school and in other contexts. Model 3 tested the effect of 

perception of school safety and family social capital, while Model 4 introduced perception of school 

safety and school social capital to predict youths’ likelihood of running away from home. In Model 5, 

Iincluded all independent variables and control variables. In Model 6, I tested the interaction effect 

between bully victimization and perception of schools’ safety predicting running away from home.  

Results  

Table 1 includes descriptive statistics for all variables included in analysis, and the bivariate correlations 

between each independent variable and the dependent variable, running away from home. At Wave 2 

(1998) almost seven percent of respondents reported that they had run away from home since the date of 

the last interview. On average, most respondents “agreed” that they felt safe at school. Almost 20% of 

respondents specified that they had been victims of bullying. Table 1 also shows that perception of 

school safety is negatively correlated with running away from home (p ≤ .001, two-tailed). 

Table 2 presents results from logistic regression models predicting likelihood of running away from 

home in 1998. Model 1 shows support for my hypothesis that perceiving one's school as safe is 

negatively associated with running away from home (-.474, p ≤ .001, two-tailed). In Model 2, I find 

partial support for my hypothesis that experiences with victimization are statistically significant positive 

predictors of running away from home. Respondents who had been the victim of bullying (.423, p ≤ .01) 

and threatened at school (.085, p ≤ .05) are more likely to run away from home compared to their peers 

who did not experience these forms of victimization. Witnessing a shooting (.531, p ≤ .001) also 

increases the likelihood that youths will run away from home. Model 3 demonstrates support for my 

hypothesis that family social capital is negatively correlated with and a statistically significant predictor 

of youths’ likelihood of running away from home (-.066, p ≤ .001).  
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Table 1. Descriptive Statistics and Bivariate Correlations with Running Away From 

Home, N = 4,546 
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household income, and both father’s and mother’s level of completed education. Model 4 indicates that 

school social capital is statistically significant and negative in predicting running away from home (-

.197, p ≤ .001), which supports my hypothesis that high levels of school social capital prevent youth from 

running away from home. Attending parochial school, schoolwide parental involvement, and student-

teacher ratio are not statistically significant in predicting youths' likelihood of running away from home.  

Model 5 includes all independent variables and the control variables. Model 5 demonstrates that 

perception of school safety remains statistically significant and negative (-.210; p ≤ .05) in predicting the 

likelihood of running away from home, net of the control variables. Model 5 also shows that both family 

social capital and school social capital remain statistically significant and negative predicting youths' 

likelihood of running away from home even after controlling for a prior runaway episode (.923, p ≤ 

.001), delinquency (.285, p ≤ .001), and the remaining control variables. Following prior research, 

Model 5 also shows that females are more likely to run away from home compared to males (-.556, p ≤ 

.001).  

In Model 6, I test my hypothesis that perception of school safety moderates the relationship between 

bully victimization and youths’ likelihood of running away from home. I find support for this hypothesis. 

Figure 1 illustrates Model 6 graphically, showing the nature of the interaction effect between bully 

victimization and perception of school safety predicting youths’ likelihood of running away from home. 

As shown in Figure 1, youth who were the victims of childhood bullying who reported that they 

“strongly disagreed” that they felt safe at school were the most likely to run away from home. While we 

know that both bully victimization and feeling unsafe at school are linked to negative adolescent 

outcomes, Figure 1 illustrates that together, youths are at cumulative disadvantage in terms of their 

likelihood of running away from home when they report both being the victim of childhood bullying and 

feeling unsafe at school. Yet, for youths who were the victim of childhood bullying, a positive perception 

of their schools’ safety considerably decreased their likelihood of running away from home. 

Table 2. Summary of Logistic Regression Analyses Predicting Likelihood of Running Away From 

Home (N = 4546)
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Table 2 (continued) 

ISSN - 2632-6981

Journal Of Youth And Community Development (JYCD) ( Vol No. - 20, Issue - 2, May -Aug 2025)                                                             Page No. 64



Note. All tests were 2-tailed; *** p ≤ .001, ** p ≤ .01, * p ≤ .05, † p ≤ .10. Values in parentheses are 

exponentiated β (effects on the odds). 

Figure 1. Predicted Probability of Running Away From Home by Perception of School  Safety and 

Bully Victimization
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Additional Analysis  

High levels of family social capital and school social capital each have the potential to prevent youth 

from running away from home. However, these resources may be less effective in deterring youth from 

running away from home when youth have negative perceptions of their schools’ safety. The relationship 

between family social capital and school social capital predicting running away from home may be 

moderated by youths’ perceptions of their schools’ safety. For example, I would expect that youth with 

the highest levels of family and school social capital who report feeling safe at school would be the least 

likely to run away from home. I examine these relationships by testing the interaction effects between (a) 

family social capital and perception of school safety and (b) school social capital and perception of 

school safety predicting youths’ likelihood of running away from home. I individually add each 

interaction effect to the main effects model (Model 6) to predict youths’ likelihood of running away from 

home. The interactive effects were not statistically significant (p ≤ .10), and therefore, were not shown in 

Table 2. This suggests that the magnitude or direction of the effect of family social capital and school 

social capital predicting the likelihood of running away from home was not conditional upon youths’ 

perceptions of schools’ safety. Further analysis considered if collectively, family social capital and 

school social capital deter youth from running away from home. The interaction effect between family 

social capital and school social capital was not statistically significant in predicting runaway behaviors. 

Discussion  

Existing research on the effects of family and school characteristics on adolescent outcomes rarely 

considers youths’ perceptions of their schools’ safety when studying problem behaviors during 

adolescence. Prior research on runaways focuses primarily on youths’ unstable home environments and 

experiences with family neglect and abuse. I took a different approach, as my primary objective was to 

test whether youths’ perceptions of their schools as unsafe increased their likelihood of running away 

from home. I find support for this idea. Perception of school safety proves to be an important deterrent 

for running away from home in all five additive models. In the final additive model (Model 5), youths' 

perceptions of their schools’ safety continue to be an important predictor of running away from home, 

even when controlling for experiences with victimization, family social capital, household income, 

socioeconomic status, and other key factors known to affect youths' likelihood of running away from 

home. This suggests that even with high levels of family resources, when youth feel unsafe at school they 

are more likely to run away from home compared to youth who have positive perceptions of their 

schools’ environments.  
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I also evaluated the effects of several forms of victimization on running away from home. I find support 

for my hypothesis that experiences with bullying and other forms of victimization both internal and 

external to the school increase youths’ likelihood of running away from home. While research 

establishes that there are numerous negative consequences associated with being the victim of bullying, 

my findings suggest that experiences with bullying have long-term effects of youths’ behavioral 

outcomes, such as running away from home. This suggests that in addition to the academic and social 

consequences associated with bullying, bully victims may attempt to escape being the victim of 

subsequent bullying by leaving home. Unfortunately, running away from home typically places youth at 

a greater risk for numerous other forms of victimization, which makes running away from home a 

dangerous and ineffective mechanism for coping with bullying. Additionally, the relationship between 

being the victim of childhood bullying and youths’ perceptions of their schools’ safety suggests that 

negative perceptions and negative experiences have cumulative effects on running away from home. 

That is, youth most likely to run away from home if they have been the victim of bullying and perceive 

their school as unsafe.  

My analysis also suggests that both family resources and school resources in the form of social capital 

are important for preventing youth from running away from home. I found that higher levels of both 

family social capital and school social capital may discourage youth from becoming runaways. While 

previous research supports the notion that dysfunctional families predict running away from home, my 

findings suggest that the time youths spend with their families and the positive connections youths have 

with their schools are important resources for discouraging running away from home. This could help 

guide future policy that is interested in ways in which multiple contexts could help promote positive 

youth and young adult outcomes. 

Limitations  

Variations in students’ perceptions of their schools’ safety and experiences with victimization may be 

linked to attending poor-quality schools or living in disadvantaged neighborhoods. Racial/ethnic 

minority youth and youth from lower socioeconomic families are more likely to attend these poorer 

quality schools and reside in less advantaged neighborhoods. My study does not address the 

complexities of racial/ethnic inequalities or economic disparities linked to disadvantaged 

schools/neighborhoods. In addition, while LGBT youth tend to experience disproportionately high rates 

of homelessness each year (Keuroghlian, Shtasel, & Bassuk, 2014), data limitations prevented me from 

testing the relationship between youths’ sexual orientation and/or gender identity and running away 

from home. It is important to note that while youth in foster care have higher rates of running away from 
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home. It is important to note that while youth in foster care have higher rates of running away from home 

than youth living at home (King, Abrego, Narendorf, Ha, & Santa Maria, 2017), the current research 

focuses primarily on youth who were residing at home at the time of their runaway episode.  

While my analysis focused on family strengths in the form of family social capital, it is important to note 

that family victimization is associated with higher rates of running away from home (Whitbeck, 2017). 

Data limitations prevented me from incorporating additional measures of family victimization. 

Additional data sets were considered for this analysis, including the Education Longitudinal Study of 

2002 (ELS: 2000). However, I determined that several indicators were either not included in the survey 

or the NLSY97 had superior measures. For example, the ELS: 2000 lacks questions about delinquency 

and peer group delinquency both of which are associated with higher rates of running away from home. 

Also, the ELS: 2000 asks youth how many times they experienced bullying during the first 

semester/term of the same school year, rather than asking respondents if they had ever experienced 

bullying. The NLSY97 captures respondents' experiences with bullying and other forms of victimization 

during childhood and early adolescence. 

This analysis was based on the experiences of a cohort of youth prior to the existence of bullying through 

text messaging, social media, and other forms of technology. Recently, there is growing concern about 

cyberbullying (Aivazpour & Beebe, 2018; Zych, Baldry, Farrington, & Llorent, 2018). Similar to 

traditional bullying, cyberbullying is associated with severe consequences (Abreu & Kenny, 2018; 

Balakrishnam, 2018). I argue that running away from home may be an additional negative outcome. For 

youth, escaping cyberbullying may be difficult because the mobility of technology allows youth to be 

bullied concurrently in several different contexts with a wider audience (Motswi & Mashegoane, 2017). 

Because of these issues, I expect that cyberbullying may have more of an effect on youths’ likelihood of 

running away from home compared to traditional forms of bullying. Future research should consider 

replicating this analysis with more recent data to examine how cyberbullying may influence youths’ 

likelihood of running away from home. Additional research should also take into account that youth may 

be victims of both traditional and cyberbullying. Together, these forms of harassment may have 

compound effects on youths’ well-being and increase their likelihood of running away from home. 

Conclusion 

Better understanding of how multiple contexts and risk factors influence youths’ likelihood of running 

away from home may help in preventing future run away episodes and improve treatment outcomes for 

those who have run away from home and experienced negative events while away from home 
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 and experienced negative events while away from home (Hershberger et al., 2018). Besides time spent 

at home, youth spend most of their time at school (Larson, 2001). If remaining at home means attending a 

school that youth deem negative in terms of safety, youth may choose to leave home rather than be 

required to attend school. Strict truancy laws require parents to send their children to school, particularly 

if they are under 16 years old (Gleich-Bope, 2014). This suggests that neither the youth nor their parents 

may feel that they have much control over whether or not a minor attends school on a regular basis. While 

some families may have the knowledge and resources to choose their children’s schools, for many, 

changing schools is not an option (Parcel & Taylor, 2015). Therefore, it is important to consider ways to 

improve youths’ perceptions of their schools’ environments and stop bullying. 

Promoting a more positive and inclusive peer culture may discourage bullying, which in turn may help 

prevent youth from running away from home (Lyng, 2018). Studies suggest that implementing 

interventions that focus on both individual and contextual factors may keep youth from bullying their 

peers (Espelage, Van Ryzin, & Holt, 2018). One approach to help foster more positive and inclusive peer 

culture is youths’ engagement in structured after-school programs that focus on youth development (e.g., 

4-H, Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts, YMCA, Boys and Girls Club, etc.) and time spent involved in civic 

engagement (Li, Bebiroglu, Phelps, Lerner, & Lerner, 2008). Li and colleagues found that youths’ 

increased time spent engaged in meaningful out-ofschool activities deterred them from engaging in 

adverse activities. Additionally, social media may also be used as a mechanism to help provide support 

for youth, as Lee and Horsely (2017) found that the use of a 4-H Facebook page helped encourage 

positive youth development through civic engagement. 

When youth feel socially connected to organizations outside of the school—if issues arise at home or at 

school—their social bonds to these groups may help prevent youth from running away from home. 

Additionally, organizations that include structured, parental-supervised activities may provide youth 

with other forms of adult support beyond their teachers and parents. Consequently, positive adult 

relationships are important for youth because they provide another outlet to report problematic issues at 

home or at school. Recently, the “Pathways to Success” Program emphasized the role of positive adult 

relationships in youths’ lives (Davis, Prendergast, & McHugh, 2018). Youths’ interaction with mentors, 

coaches, advisors and other positive adults help youth build community connections. In turn, these 

connections help prevent problematic behaviors and outcomes, including youth homelessness (Davis et 

al., 2018).

Helping youth develop more supportive relationships with their schools and with their peers is important 

for preventing runaway episodes. Improving youths’ perceptions of their schools’ environments and 
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 cultivating more positive experiences among youth may act as protector buffers to assist and comfort 

youth if they are feeling isolated from traumatic events going on at home. In turn, these positive 

experiences and relationships may help mediate the relationship between dysfunctional family 

environments and runaway episodes. Future research should consider examining these complex 

relationships to help develop policies that address how resources from multiple contexts and positive 

social relationships may influence youths’ decisions to run away from home. 
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contribution visible through his self-citation); 

3.  Short or preliminary communication (original management paper of full format but of a smaller extent or of a preliminary 

character); 

4.  Scientific critique or forum (discussion on a particular scientific topic, based exclusively on management argumentation) 

and commentaries. Exceptionally, in particular areas, a scientific paper in the Journal can be in a form of a monograph or a 

critical edition of scientific data (historical, archival, lexicographic, bibliographic, data survey, etc.) which were unknown 

or hardly accessible for scientific research. 
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Professional articles: 

1.  Professional paper (contribution offering experience useful for improvement of professional practice but not necessarily 
based on scientific methods); 

2.   Informative contribution (editorial, commentary, etc.);

3.   Review (of a book, software, case study, scientific event, etc.)

Language 

The article should be in English. The grammar and style of the article should be of good quality. The systematized text should be 
without abbreviations (except standard ones). All measurements must be in SI units. The sequence of formulae is denoted in 
Arabic numerals in parentheses on the right-hand side. 

Abstract and Summary
 
An abstract is a concise informative presentation of the article content for fast and accurate Evaluation of its relevance. It is both 
in the Editorial Office's and the author's best interest for an abstract to contain terms often used for indexing and article search. 
The abstract describes the purpose of the study and the methods, outlines the findings and state the conclusions. A 100- to 250- 
Word abstract should be placed between the title and the keywords with the body text to follow. Besides an abstract are advised to 
have a summary in English, at the end of the article, after the Reference list. The summary should be structured and long up to 
1/10 of the article length (it is more extensive than the abstract). 

Keywords 

Keywords are terms or phrases showing adequately the article content for indexing and search purposes. They should be 
allocated heaving in mind widely accepted international sources (index, dictionary or thesaurus), such as the Web of Science 
keyword list for science in general. The higher their usage frequency is the better. Up to 10 keywords immediately follow the 
abstract and the summary, in respective languages. 

Acknowledgements 

The name and the number of the project or programmed within which the article was realized is given in a separate note at the 
bottom of the first page together with the name of the institution which financially supported the project or programmed. 

Tables and Illustrations 

All the captions should be in the original language as well as in English, together with the texts in illustrations if possible. Tables 
are typed in the same style as the text and are denoted by numerals at the top. Photographs and drawings, placed appropriately in 
the text, should be clear, precise and suitable for reproduction. Drawings should be created in Word or Corel. 

Citation in the Text 

Citation in the text must be uniform. When citing references in the text, use the reference number set in square brackets from the 
Reference list at the end of the article. 

Footnotes 

Footnotes are given at the bottom of the page with the text they refer to. They can contain less relevant details, additional 
explanations or used sources (e.g. scientific material, manuals). They cannot replace the cited literature. 
The article should be accompanied with a cover letter with the information about the author(s): surname, middle initial, first 
name, and citizen personal number, rank, title, e-mail address, and affiliation address, home address including municipality, 
phone number in the office and at home (or a mobile phone number). The cover letter should state the type of the article and tell 
which illustrations are original and which are not. 
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