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Emotional Intelligence and 

Summer Camp 
 

 In 2012, the University of 

Waterloo concluded a six-

year study (Canadian 

Summer Camp Research 

Project - CSCRP) to 

discover how camps 

across Canada contribute to youth development. 

The study identified five areas of positive growth: 1) 

attitudes toward physical activity, 2) emotional 

intelligence, 3) social integration and citizenship, 4) 

personal development and self-confidence, and 5) 

environmental awareness. This paper focuses on 

summer camp as a social learning setting that 

promotes the development of emotional 

intelligence quotient or EI.   

 

What exactly is emotional intelligence and how 

does camp instill this characteristic in young 

people? Psychologists have identified EI as 

composed of a variety of competencies and skills 

that can lead to positive outcomes in the home, 

school, workplace, and the community.  

 

The intelligence quotient or IQ score has long been 

used as a predictor of scholastic achievement, 

special needs, performance levels, and earning 

capacity. Although one's IQ is still held by 

psychologists as a benchmark for potential success, 

IQ must also be integrated within the capacity of 

one's emotional intelligence quotient — and unlike 

one's IQ levels — EI competencies can be learned 

and built upon through life experience.   

 

 

Research Says 

 

Emotional intelligence is defined as a “type of 

social intelligence that involves the ability to 

monitor one’s own and others’ emotions, to 

discriminate among them, and to use the 

information to guide one’s thinking and actions.” 

(Mayer & Salovey, 1997).  

 Within the Canadian Summer Camp 

Research Project the highest rate of positive 

growth was found in the area of emotional 

intelligence. Sixty-nine percent of all 

campers in this national study experienced 

an increase in the development of their EI. 

(Glover et al., 2011)   

 EI development (for both campers and 

camp staff) and the potential for long-term 

benefits could lead to a broader 

acknowledgment of the positive impact of 

organized camping on society. (Jacobs, 

2004) 

 EI demonstrates which human abilities will 

make for potential excellence in the 

workplace, especially in the area of 

leadership. (Goleman,1995) 

 Noncognitive intelligence, measured by EI, 

may help to predict success as it reflects 

how one applies knowledge to an 

immediate situation, cope with daily 

situations, and get along in the world. (Bar-

On, 1997) 

 

How Camp Builds Emotional Intelligence 

 

Camp is acknowledged as a safe setting where 

children can openly express themselves while also 

learning how to cope with others in various social 

situations. Socialization is a fundamental process 

that leads to a personal concept of self within the 

broader context of society. In a cabin or bunk 

house setting, there is a recognized mutual benefit 

in taking a cooperative approach to dealing with 

the necessities of day to day routines. Camp 

provides real life situations where kids can 

understand the immediate benefits of teamwork, 

sharing responsibility, compromise, and resolution 

within a community of their peers.  Kids need this 

type of interaction in order to develop social skill 

sets that will allow them to be successful and 

productive members of society. The combination of 

independence and inter-dependence within the 

supportive environment at camp help children 

develop their emotional intelligence.  

  

Apart from opportunities presented by the inherent 

social environment of camp life, particular 

strategies used at camp can lead to higher levels 

of emotional intelligence. Ideal learning 

environments are ones that provide optimal 

challenges and emotional stimulation within a 
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context of both independence and inter-

dependence. This ideal environment is precisely the 

learning environment that a summer camp 

provides. At camp, children are motivated by fun, 

comradeship, interesting situations, and dynamic 

activities. Additionally, camps often provide 

coaching and peer mentoring in the areas of anti-

bullying, problem-solving, inclusion, global 

citizenship, and environmental awareness.  

  

Camps are dedicated to creating emotionally 

intelligent young people. Youth with camp 

experience are better able to regulate their 

emotional states, sooth themselves when they are 

upset, focus their attention, relate well to others, 

have better friendships, and quite possibly do better 

in academic performance.  

 

Parent perceptions explored as a part of the CSCRP 

(Glover et al. 2013) indicated that positive changes 

in attitudes and behavior continued or were 

maintained after camp. This finding aligns with 

previous Canadian summer camp research that 

found that learning transferability to daily life 

contexts can be traced back to the experiences 

that took place at camp. (Fine, 2005)    

 

Bottom Line 

 

The overarching message is that lifetime habits are 

generally formed during our youth, and a summer 

camp experience has much to offer in the 

successful development of well-rounded, 

productive, thoughtful, and compassionate adults. 

A summer camp experience can lead the way 

toward significant improvements to a child's 

cognitive function, socialization, self-confidence, 

and emotional well-being.    
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