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CAMPING AND CHILD ABUSE

DAvID L. GROVES
Bowling Green State University

Child abuse is one of the growing problems with most institutions.
There has been little research completed to ascertain the nature of the
problem in camping. Preliminary results suggest that camps are a
unique environment because the child is away from home and
vulnerable. Special care is needed in this environment.

There has been much discussion within the past five years about the
concept of in loco parentis in childcare (Wickenden, 1985). These
questions have been intensified by the exposés of many child care
centers and the sexual abuse of children. These stories have shocked
the general public and have caused legislators and licensing agencies
throughout the country to raise new questions about the nature of
childcare and how to prevent these types of incidence.

The original news article raised questions about the amount of child
abuse in relation to childcare. As more of these cases are discovered in
all states, parents are becoming extremely concerned and are, indeed,
trying to take precautions in selection of particular agencies relative to
childcare. This is becoming a very sensitive issue with individuals who
have the responsibility in some capacity in loco parentis, whether on a
casual or extended care basis. The greater the exposure in terms of
time and responsibility, the more important it is to take the necessary
precautions to prevent what is being termed child abuse.

Because camping, especially resident camping represents an
extended period of time that children are away from parents, the
responsibility of the agencies and the individuals in charge represent a
different level of care beyond day care centers. At the current time,
there have not been any cases that have reached the national media
regarding the camping profession. Even so, all of those who have
responsibility in loco parentis are being put in the same category as
day care centers. This raises a very important question about how the
camping profession is responding to the increased sensitivity of parents
and more restrictive legislation on how one deals with children in
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extensive care responsibility positions. The first of these, at the present
time, is the most important. Parents are looking for assurances that
their children will be safe and that the agency has a good reputation
and preventions to keep this type of child abuse from occurring. This is
an issue that must be addressed by every camp in some way to ensure
the security as well as the safety of each child in their care. One thing
is certain — the traditional approach to camping will not answer
parents’ questions or questions of liability in the future. Each camp
(and its employees) must take a look at its own procedures and how it
deals with children.

Two of the major issues in exploring camping and child abuse are:
1) what is the definition of child abuse and 2) do the current materials
relating to child abuse and care relate well to the camping profession?
It is very difficult to develop a consistent definition for child abuse.
Definition has changed to be more restrictive. The general definition
for abuse is “the consistent application of physical or mental injury,
sexual abuse for exploitation, neglect, treatment or maltreatment of an
adolescent under the age of 18 by one who is responsible for the
child’s welfare” (Ditter, 1986a; Muellerleile, 1986). This definition
implies that the adolescent’s health or welfare has been harmed or
threatened. It has been widened to include the idea that the child must
be provided normal experiences that produce feelings of belonging and
security and worthiness. The child must not be exposed to constant
friction or exposed to unwholesome, demoralizing circumstances. This
raises the question about the environment and the influence of the
environment upon the adolescent. Operationally, there are four types of
abuse: 1) physical injury sustained from shaking, hitting, beating,
burning, etc.; 2) sexual-intercourse, incest, rape, sodomy, etc.; 3)
emotional-verbal abuse that includes vulgar remarks, put downs, etc.;
and 4) neglect-failure to provide the necessary supervision, attention,
affection, warmth necessary for normal living conditions, etc. (Ditter,
1986). The primary question is do these definitions for child abuse
apply within the camp setting? The categories fit well but the
operational conditions may not apply because there is a special care
relationship between the administrator and camp counselors, and the
camper. These special relationships may suggest a different level of
responsibility. This question has not been widely addressed in the
literature, and there is need for further research.

The second question that must be answered is do the traditional
materials of recognition, response, and prevention differ from other
child abuse programs? Camps are obviously a different environment in
terms of their location (Williams and Holcomb, 1985). This location,
especially in a resident camp setting, is often away from parents and
over an extended period of time. The child or adolescent is more
vulnerable because the surroundings are not familiar and the security
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and the protection of the parents are not immediate. Isolation and
remoteness of facilities is also a characteristic of camp that makes it a
very unique setting, both in a positive as well as a negative sense.

The purpose of this initial study was to examine child abuse in a
camp setting and to focus upon the issue of an operational definition
for child abuse in a camp setting and to determine if the traditional
materials for recognition, response, and prevention are appropriate for
use with educational programs with camp educators.

METHOD

The primary problem with child abuse studies is that direct
methodology can not be used to obtain information from the victim or
abuser. Indirect methods must therefore be used to obtain information
about child abuse in the camp setting. The bet source of information is
camp professionals who have had experience with camping. Through
their experience they may be able to provide some indirect information
about the subject of child abuse. They may not have a clear
understanding of child abuse and the current methods and techniques
that are used in the field. Once the camping professional has been
through a training workshop, then a focus group interview is a method
that may be used effectively to obtain qualitative information about the
nature of the relationship between child abuse and camping.

Another possible source of information would be those who have
been convicted of child abuse. Some individuals who are child abusers
have abused children in the camp setting. They may give a different
view of camping and child abuse and give some very important
information about prevention and the nature of the environment which
is important to the subject of child abuse.

An educational program was held with camping professionals and a
few specialists in camp abuse. In the educational workshop, an
introduction was given and an operational definition of child abuse and
the scope and dimension of the workshop was discussed. Three mini-
sessions were presented around each of the major topic areas of
recognition, response, and prevention. In the introductory session, an
article by Ball (1986) was used to give the parameter and scope of
child abuse in camping. In the first session on recognition, an article by
Jean Muellerleile (1986) was used as a basic guideline for the
development of materials. A filmstrip on recognition was used as a
presentation for materials. After the presentation of materials, a
question and answer sheet was given to each participant that included
the following questions; Is child abuse a problem in camping? How
much? Why? What are the types of abuse most prevalent in camping?
Why? Under these topic headings, there were four types of abuse that
were defined — physical, sexual, emotional, and neglect. The third
question was how do you recognize abuse in the camp setting? Is it
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different from other settings? Why? The fourth question was how do
you report incidents of abuse? In small group discussion, these items
were discussed and primary issues raised.

In the second mini-workshop on response, an article by Ditter
(1986) was used as a basic outline for materials developed. Individuals
in the workshop were allowed to review critical incidents so that they
could study their own response patterns. After studying several critical
incidents, small group discussions were held to raise issues. The
questions in this response session were: How do you and your staff
respond to child abuse incidents when they occur at your camp? Why?
Subquestions were: As a leader, to the abuser, to the child, and to legal
responsibilities. The last question was: What is the influence upon
parents? Why?

The third mini-workshop focused on prevention. An article by
Ditter (1986b); Mullerleile, (1986) was used to develop content for this
session. The individuals reviewed a film. After reviewing the film,
basic issues were raised with the following questions in group
discussions. What are the best methods for preventing child abuse in
camping? Why? Three sub-headings included: education of parents,
education of the child, and selective recruitment. The next question
was: Can a camp environment help the abused child? How? Why?
After the individual had been cycled through each of the mini-
workshops, a focus group discussion was held in which the issues
identified in the small group discussion were clarified and data
collected from the discussions. Three weeks after the workshop, the
questions were sent to the participants and they were asked to complete
a questionnaire based upon additional thoughts about the workshop as
well as the questions raised at the workshop.

Four content experts analyzed the results of the interviews. A
Thurstin system of judging was used in which each of the content
experts examined the materials and then common discussions were
held to form consistent categories. If there was disagreement, a
majority was used in making decisions about placement and formation
of categories.

Interviews were also conducted with individuals who had been
convicted of child abuse. More specifically, most of the individuals
had been convicted of sexual abuse. For those individuals who were
child abusers, individuals were screened to determine if they had ever
abused a child in a camp setting. Of the individuals who agreed to be
interviewed, it was determined whether they had any experience or
knowledge of camping and if so, where. The same question format for
the interview was used as with the camping professionals.

RESULTS

Results will be reported in terms of two populations: camp
professionals, and abusers who have allegedly abused children in the
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camp setting. Findings will be reported by recognition, response and
prevention.

CAMPING PROFESSIONALS/RECOGNITION

In response to the questions “Is child abuse a problem in camp?”
“How much?” “Why?” there seems to be a distinction made by those
in the camping profession by intent of the act. The majority see little
malicious action within the camp setting. If there is malicious intent, it
is a direct result of not knowing how to interface with children and,
therefore, not being in control. Most could not give an indication of the
amount of non-malicious abuse, but they were certain that most of this
type of abuse was emotion or neglect. Most would have to include in
this category one child’s actions toward another because they felt that
children perhaps were the most abusive element within a camp. The
cause for this type of abuse was not knowing how to deal directly with
children and becoming frustrated. Also, burnout from dealing with
children over a long camping season contributed to this type of
abuse/problem. Another was camp administration — being too literal or
too restrictive — and camp counselors not agreeing with the
administrative philosophy. It would seem the common thread through
these causes is frustration. There seemed to also be much confusion
about the definition of child abuse and a concern that various forms of
discipline may indeed be seen as child abuse. There was concern over
firm discipline being misconstrued by children as abuse, especially in a
more enlightened child who has been educated to know the signs of
child abuse and how to report them. There was a general lack of
understanding of why adults/parents abuse children because most of
these camp professionals have a true caring and love of children.

In response to the question about types of abuse prevalent in
camping and why, there was general agreement, as stated in the first
paragraph, that emotion and neglect were most prevalent. In relating to
physical abuse, the camp professionals were willing to admit that it
does exist and that it is probably a direct result of stress or reaction to
an obnoxious child. It was also pointed out that in some programs
physical abuse may be construed through the process of challenge and
that this is really not a type of abuse but a programmatic stand at trying
to extend the adolescent’s limits. The element of physical abuse was
primarily applied when the camp administrator or the counselor was
out of control. There was great reluctance to talk about sexual abuse
and whether it, indeed, exists within the camp setting. Of the
professionals that participated in the workshop, only a very small
percentage said that they had any contact with any type of sexual abuse
and that, if they did, it was only a very limited experience. The primary
problem in this area was between camp counselors and crushes in
relationship with the participants. Emotional abuse that occurs is
among peers, i.e., making an individual feel that they do not belong or
are not wanted. This is probably the most damaging type, and it
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increasingly becomes a problem if the counselors reinforce the
behavior. Often peers’ comments are malicious and intentional, very
directed, and cut like a knife. The atmosphere of a camp has much to
do with the emotional abuse that can, or cannot, occur. Each camp will
have its own culture and each culture will impact differently upon the
camp counselors and how they interface with the camper. Much of the
abuse in this area is the result of stress as well as frustration. The
primary result of the stress is the camp administration’s structure and
how they deals directly with the counselor. Neglect is also a problem at
camp but often is not intentional. It is the result of counselors trying to
deal with too many people on a limited time basis. Another problem
has been the lack of quality programs and effective screening and
recruitment to deal with the variety of situations, especially in a
resident setting. Quality is the primary problem when dealing with the
subject of neglect.

The recognition of abuse in the camp setting is more difficult
because there are not any normative patterns in which to compare the
child’s behavior. The child’s behavior pattern and deviation from that
pattern is one way to recognize a distressed child. If the children are
withdrawn and exhibit similar types of behavior, it could be because
they are in a completely new and different type of environment. Camp
sessions are also of a relatively short duration, and it is difficult to
determine behavior patterns in such a short time span. At camp, also,
there are opportunities to monitor the children, as during swimming,
when bruises and other physical signs of abuse can be readily
observed. Because of the active nature of camp, children also sustain
injury, and it is difficult to determine if this is from an active
participation or a direct result of abuse. Another problem is that abuse
as a subject or issue is not directly on the minds of camping
professionals. The result of this is that a problem has to be severe to be
noticed or brought to the attention of the professionals. Children can
also get lost in the larger numbers at camp and dealing with children
on an individual basis sometimes is difficult and does not lead to
recognition, even in severe cases. Another problem is that camp
professionals have not been schooled in the recognition of symptoms
of child abuse and as a result many of the children may exhibit the
symptoms but other reasons are found to explain away or rationalize
their behavior or condition. When asked the question “How do they
report incidents of abuse?” there was a lack of understanding of how to
go about reporting abuse. The primary attitude or problem seemed to
be that if abuse occurs at a particular camp, this will have an impact
upon the parents who send their children. There is also the problem of
children being from cities and municipal subdivisions other than where
the camp is located. The still overriding question is one of parental
attitudes and the camp’s not wanting bad publicity.
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RESPONSE

In response to the question of how a camp professional responds to
child abuse incidents and why, the first response was not having
extensive experience with child abuse cases and wanting to ignore it.
Another response was of a sensitivity level of not knowing when
certain types of child abuse occur because there is not a system of
recognition in place. The common response to the leadership question
was one of investigation to determine the nature and extent of the
abuse and why it had occurred. The first person to be questioned would
be the adolescent to determine the nature and extent of abuse. Others
would be questioned in an investigative manner. Appropriate measures
would be taken based upon the findings of the investigation. One
overriding concern would be public relations — especially in terms of
the child — because there was a concern of what he/she would tell
his/her parents and the publicity this might receive. In relation to the
alleged abuser, their duties and other interactions with the campers
would be restricted. If found guilty, their employment would be
terminated and the incident would be reported to the authorities to
determine if civil or criminal prosecution was indeed necessary. The
attitude toward the abuser would seem to be one of hostility, especially
if one was found to be guilty of such actions. The children would be
treated as if an abuse situation had occurred and they would be
isolated. The attitude of the camp professional in this case may be one
of skepticism in relation to the child’s testimony. It would have to be
determined first if this was a fantasy or was indeed a true incident. The
main question in dealing with children is when the parents should be
called. Should it be during or after the investigative process? In
relation to the legal process, local authorities would be counseled to
assume the nature of the offense and what type of action should be
taken. It is important to show investigative processes and the screening
processes that were used to hire the individual. The critical question in
relation to responses is about the parents and why. There is diversity of
opinion on this issue. One group would bring the parents into the
decision-making process before or during an investigation and the
other group would wait until after the investigation has occurred so as
to give the parents a more complete picture. Parents are obviously an
important component in child abuse decisions. All of the camping
professionals were of the opinion that they would want to reduce the
public relations fallout from such an experience. There was a general
consensus that the parents should be called in as soon as it had been
established that the child had been abused.

PREVENTION

In response to the method of prevention of child abuse in camping
and why, the two most recommended techniques were education and
selective recruitment. There was, however, a divergence of opinion
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under the topic of education. If the child or parent is educated in
relation to child abuse, it may cause the child to be more sensitive and
indeed report cases of abuse where there have been none. Education of
the parents is a crucial issue in terms of the goals and objectives of the
camp, especially in situations that may seem like child abuse but really
are not. It is also important that if a child abuse education program is
going to be implemented, the parents are informed, especially about
the content and the nature of the program. Parents should also be
educated to the types of behaviors associated with each of the major
abuse types so that if they see these types of characteristics after the
child returns from camp they will know the basic nature of the
problem. The child should be educated to proper and improper
behaviors of people toward them. They should be taught how to report
these encounters and to whom. They should also be educated to the
various techniques that people use to influence them. They should be
taught how to protect themselves and how to respond.

The other technique for prevention, aside from education, is
selective recruitment. Counselors must be selectively recruited so that
the nature of their background is well-checked through references as
well as police records. They should be trained in how to deal with
children under adverse conditions. They must learn to deal with their
stress and emotions, especially in a camp setting, recognizing the
nature of the camp setting and how to work within its confines.
Training is a very important part of this recruitment process so as to
reduce the amount of child abuse through frustration. The staff should
also be trained in the ability to recognize the various symptoms of
child abuse as a fail-safe system so that they know that other
individuals will be watching should child abuse occur. They should be
taught how to respond to child abuse cases and how to report them.

Another critical question in dealing with prevention is for those
children who have been abused. Is a camp environment a good one?
Why? Camp is a good environment for those children who have been
abused because it can improve their self-esteem and their confidence.
Because the social situation is new, they can learn to trust again. One-
on-one relationships will help them establish and develop their
interpersonal relations. This will help them develop a sense of
independence and accomplishment, which is essential for re-
establishing a sense of self-worth.

RECOGNITION/RESPONSE/PREVENTION/CHILD ABUSER

When the interviews were conducted with the child abusers who
were inmates, they were very reluctant to give information about the
abuse process. Those who had allegedly abused children within the
camp setting were primarily sexual offenders. Through a summer of
working at a camp they had abused approximately 20-30 children each.



CAMPING & CHILD ABUSE 259

These individuals identified a camp environment as an excellent place
in which to abuse children because most of the children are in a new
environment and can be easily persuaded. Because of its remoteness
the act could be performed without discovery. The child was also in a
situation where dependence was a very important factor and these
abusers used this dependence during the first few days to establish
relationships with particular children. The children that they would
prey upon were primarily the introverts and the first-timers at camp.
The individuals who were child abusers would not give any
information on techniques and methods used because this information
could be used in a prevention program and once released they had
every intention of abusing children again. In terms of recruitment, the
one element that each of the abusers gave us was the fact that some of
the camps did not do any type of screening for employment but were
only looking for warm bodies as counselors and supervisors. If, in the
interview, police checks or references were mentioned, the abusers
would withdraw their application from those positions. They said there
was no sense in risking the chance because employment with other
camps was so easy to obtain.

CONCLUSION

This study was only an initial investigation to determine the
parameters of child abuse in camping. From this initial investigation, it
would seem that the camp environment is quite different in regard to
other child abuse issues. The child is away from home and very
vulnerable. Therefore, some of the child abuse recognition, response,
and prevention techniques are similar and have to be modified
significantly to fit into a camping framework. The modifications must
be made in recognizing the uniqueness of the camping environment
and realizing that part of the camping atmosphere is one of discipline
and challenge and from these two elements comes the positive
contribution of camping to a child’s development. These elements
must not be construed as abuse but as positive programming. The other
modification necessary deals with materials to be developed for the
camping profession to help in the education of the camping
professional. These should relate to the prime issues of child abuse and
how they can be used in a camp setting. The other dimension that is
very important in a camp environment is selective recruitment and the
checking of references and police records to determine if potential
employees have a record or a history of child abuse. The most
significant aspect of this study is that the abusers interviewed seemed
to have a tremendous knowledge of children and possessed
personalities that would attract children. They were students of child
development and understood very well how children can be
influenced. Camping must, as a profession, learn to deal with the basic
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issues of child abuse in its own format and own framework before the
issue is forced upon them as has happened with the child care centers.
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