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INTRODUCTION 
 
 When I was 14 years old, I was sitting on the lake dock of a summer camp in 

Northern California, having an “evening embers” discussion about spontaneity. My cabin 

of four other girls and counselor, Solly, were talking about how trapped we felt in our 

everyday lives, how easy it had become for us to rely on our day-to-day routines. We had 

structured conversations, or “embers” like these as a cabin every night; the topics ranged 

from  relationships, to body image, to our deepest fears. They were funny and sad and 

reflective all at once. At the time, they were the deepest and most meaningful 

conversations that I ever had, and they were an important  reason that I returned to camp 

year after year. In these conversations, I felt valuable and my ideas seemed worth 

hearing. Just as we were wrapping up, Solly began to share personal details of how she 

felt about her life; we all leaned forward, eager to hear what she had to say - she was our 

biggest role model. Just as she whispered “I just sometimes wish I was a little bit 

more…” she threw herself off the dock, fully clothed, into the lake screaming 

“SPONTANEOUS!” Of course then we all screamed and proceeded to throw ourselves 

into the lake, wading in the cool water, staring up at the milky way, and laughing about 

how perfectly unexpected the night became. 

 My junior year at Whitman, I was on a solo road trip and listened to the This 

American Life podcast “Notes on Camp,” and something clicked; I needed to do 

academic research on summer camp - I just couldn’t figure out how to approach it.  I had 

come upon the idea of looking at summer camp through the lens of a total institution 

during the fall of my senior year with Professor Michelle Janning. I knew I wanted to 

write sociologically about summer camp, but didn’t necessarily know how to narrow in 
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on a topic or do research that didn’t have to take place during the summertime. Michelle 

suggested looking into Professor Keith Farrington’s “Not-So-Total” Institution paper. I 

was hesitant - the semester prior, I took “The Rhetoric of Mass Incarceration” in the 

Washington State Penitentiary. My classmates and my friends were inmates. I spent a 

significant amount of time behind the locked gates in the medium-level security sanction 

of the prison; it never once occurred to me that the total institution -- a model of social 

organization  what is characteristically (and “totally”) negative, restrictive, and harsh -- 

could be applied to a place where I have always felt so happy and free.  

Once I started researching, I realized that there was literature adapting Goffman’s 

1961’s concept of the total institution to numerous social contexts and social situations. It 

all began to piece together; I saw there were massive connections that could be made, and 

I began making them between my own personal experiences in summer camp  and the 

intellectual lenses provided by the total institution  model. Even better, I realized that the 

enclosed and isolated  environment provided by camp could actually be why my identity 

felt so influenced by camp. I wondered how this experience might affect others, and thus, 

“The Transitory, Non-Compulsory, Perennial Institution: Summer Camp’s Impact on 

Identity and Identification in an Adaptive Total Institution” was born.   

My specific research questions are as follows: 1) To what extent does residential 

summer camp function as a total institution model? 2) How do the total institutional 

characteristics of the residential summer camp impact identity and identification in staff 

members?  

Through my research, I hope to make sense of the identities of individuals who 

attend summer camp and examine how summer camp can fit into the total institution 
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model. I hope to expand on a growing body of literature regarding summer camping. 

Although there is a significant amount of academic literature about summer camping, 

there is very little literature on the staff experience in comparison with camper 

experience, and no in-depth work applying summer camp and the total institution. I hope 

to expand on this research and seek to understand how the communal togetherness and 

geographical isolation components of summer camping might influence the way identity 

and identification in staff members is formed.  

In the following sections, I provide a review of the literature relevant to my 

research, including a historical background on summer camps and significant trends 

research has discovered regarding summer camping. Next, I ground my research in 

multiple sociological theories that helped form and guide my research. Following, I 

describe the research methods, ethical considerations, and limitations taken into account 

when creating this project. Further, I provide an in-depth analysis of my findings, 

presenting the most interesting and significant themes and trends in my collected data, 

including the adaptive total institution theory I created, the Transitory, Non-Compulsory, 

Perennial Institution (TNP). The TNP is my biggest contribution to summer camping 

literature, and will help expand and adapt upon Goffman’s original total institution 

model. The TNP diverges from the total institution model to better-fit summer camping 

institutions including characteristics such as temporality, sense of choice, tradition, and 

positivity. I conclude this paper by situating my research in a broader context surrounding 

summer camping and identity formation and discuss future implications of this research. 
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LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

My review of the literature on summer camps suggests five topics to be explored: 

history, structure and organization, community/culture, identity management, inclusion, 

and positive outcomes.  These themes are relevant to my project in that they set a 

foundation for categories scholars have already identified as salient in summer camping, 

and contribute to my research questions by addressing both structural and community 

culture factors. These will be used both as context for readers and as support in my 

analysis. 

 

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND 

Summer Camp was created in the US during the late 1800s as an escape for 

children from the exponentially growing and increasingly crowded suburban/urban living 

spaces that developed as a result of industrialization. Summer camps were valued in 

society as experiential learning, and functioned for multiple class groups. According to 

Lorge and Zola (2006), there were three class levels of camps “(1) private camps that 

aimed to turn a profit and courted the well to-do; (2) philanthropic camps that focused on 

immigrants, the poor, and the needy; and (3) communal and ideologically based camps, 

which originated later and tended to be more heterogeneous, that served those whose 

immigrant parents had risen to the middle class” (Lorge and Zola 2006:29). During this 

period of urbanization, nature began to be viewed as a “sanctuary.” Van Slyck (2006) 

calls the nature setting a “manufactured wilderness,” as the nature setting was 

manufactured in a way that children did not have to worry about danger or hardship, and 

purely enjoyed their time in the wilderness; in junction with a “manufactured 
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wilderness,” I will refer to “socialized wilderness” as spaces summer camps exist. 

Summer camp hence became a haven for children, particularly during and post wartime 

in the early/mid 20th century (Smith 2006). Smith notes "in going to summer camp, 

children were removed from their everyday environment and placed in a different world” 

(Smith 2006:74). Summer camp has in fact been referred to as a “different world” and an 

isolated community in literature, both by summer camp attendees and by social scientists 

observing them (Johnson et al. 2011; Sibthorp and Jostad 2014; Smith 2006; Wade 2016; 

Waskul 1998).  

Technology and typical communication vehicles are usually missing from the 

Nature setting, which makes camp even more of an escape: “many counselors had no or 

very limited access to email and cellphone reception frequently was terrible… These 

separations were reinforced by the inability of friends and relatives who were not there to 

understand camp” (Johnson et al. 201:269-270). Camps that were relatively separated 

from society came to be referred to as “sanctuaries for children.” In these isolated 

sanctuaries, healthy childhood development became salient, and positive experiences for 

campers became a priority (Henderson 2007; Smith 2006). According to Smith’s concept 

of “The Ego Ideal Camper,” campers would return home from summer camp home 

possessing a “toolkit” of camping benefits like emotional intelligence and outdoor 

education.   

 

STRUCTURE AND ORGANIZATION 

Though summer camps are viewed as leisure or purely fun activities (Davis-

Delano and Gillard 2015) with the potential to produce positive growth (Henderson et al. 
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2007), camping literature also discusses the structural importance of camping 

organizations. Gillard, Witt and Watts (2010) refer to the ways that the “organizational 

culture” of camps, structural, and programmatic efforts that go into the day-to-day camp 

schedule, benefit participants. Johnson et al. (2011) explain how the organizational 

structure contributes to the “Camp Bubble,” echoing what Smith (2006) called the 

“isolated communities.” This organizational structure not only influences how camp 

functions, but also how camp recruits and retains staff (McCole et al. 2012). Staff, 

particularly the directors, supervisors, and board of directors, must create and maintain 

the organizational structure to form community and influence the behavior and core 

values of both counselors and campers (Hutchinson, Mecke, and Sharpe 2008; Rhee et al. 

2017). Organization is key due to the physical remoteness and isolation of staff, for both 

safety and community reasons: “the remoteness and isolation necessitate these units [to] 

function [and] to flourish. If the group is highly functioning, it is often able to achieve 

more complicated and challenging group goals” (Siborth and Jostad 2014:60). 

 

COMMUNITY AND CULTURE 

The community and camp culture is one of the most important aspects of summer 

camp. Waskul (1998) and Johnson et al. (2011) provide anecdotes positioning camp as 

something that a person cannot understand unless they experience it: “There was a 

unanimous agreement among all of the counselors that camp simply is something that 

must be experienced in order to be understood” (Johnson et al. 2011:274). Community 

and camp culture is explicitly referred to (Davis-Delano and Gillard 2015; Gillard, Witt, 

and Watts 2010; Johnson et al. 2011; McCole et al. 2012; Oakleaf 2013; Seeger and 
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Seeger 2006; Smith 2006; Sorenson 2014; Waskul 1998) as fundamental to summer 

camp. The community, placed in a “wilderness context” (Waskul 1998) in a socialized 

wilderness is a fast way to form unique and lasting group connections and cultural values. 

The strength of the community is amplified by isolation and the short period of time 

spent together without frequent contact with the “outside world,” anecdotally explained: 

“you experienced more emotional intensity, more interactions with people under high 

stress situations. So you were more likely to let your guard down, either in a positive or 

negative way… camps often generate a high level of emotional intensity, and this high 

level can be conducive to bonding…” (Davis-Delano and Gillard 2015:19). In addition, 

structured trainings for staff (Waskul 1998) often last a week or more to create group 

understanding, norms, expectations, and functioning for each summer camp. Community 

is built and maintained through the summer with activities (Davis-Delano and Gillard 

2015; Johnson et al. 2011; Waskul 1998), music (Seeger and Seeger 2006), and sense of 

belonging (McCole 2012). 

It is significant that I found very little peer-reviewed literature regarding negative 

attitudes of summer camp. Though there were articles that discussed phenomena of 

homesickness or exclusion (Thurber 2005), future research regarding negative attitudes 

of summer camp would help create a fuller scholarship on camping. Though camp 

community and culture is overwhelmingly positive in the literature, Oakleaf (2013) 

analyzes camps with different levels of acceptance for LGBT staff members. Religious 

camps, in particular, create camp community surrounding specific ideas outside of the 

camp context (Oakleaf 2013; Sorenson 2014), which directly opposes Sibthorp and 

Jostad’s (2014) claim that summer camp culture and community can only be formed once 
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the group exists. In the Oakleaf study, there were staff members in the community who 

felt alone, afraid, and unwelcome in their own identity based on the community culture 

created. An interesting future comparative study could look at these community culture 

differences between camp ideas and norms that are either camply-born or religiously-

born. 

 

IDENTITY AND IDENTITY MANAGEMENT 

Johnson et al. 2011 refers to the structural and communal aspects of camp as the 

“camp bubble” and identifies five areas that make it a “camp bubble”: First, the physical 

and psychological separation of camp, second, its organizational structure, third camp 

traditions, fourth camp activities and lastly, the establishment of camp culture built 

around acceptance. The camp bubble is a space where identity and identity management 

are formed and adapted; obviously there are limitations to this, as folks come to summer 

camp with pre-existing identities, however the culture and community at camps influence 

individuals’ sense of self: “It is not possible to acquire an identity all by one’s self. Roles 

and identities are always situated in this broader context of meaning and human 

interaction” (Waskul 1998:29). Summer camps offer a unique situation where staff and 

campers alike are removed from their usual social groups and activities, and placed in a 

new space. The broader context creates opportunity for new roles and identities, which 

may shift from a staff or camper’s life outside of the camp bubble, which allows for 

emerging identities that did not exist before: “It really doesn’t matter who you are before 

you come to camp and it doesn’t matter what you seem to be when we first see you -- it’s 

how you perform” (Waskul 1998:36). Waskul frames the camp identity as a performance 



 9 

-- that staff and campers are trying to follow a script of the summer camp stage. 

However, these identities are internalized by staff, and are often “reflected as their ‘real’ 

identities” (Waskul 1998:41). Identities at camp may shift, particularly for staff: “‘At 

camp, you take on every role sometimes, you’re the mother, and the sister, and the 

teacher, and you’re everything sometimes.’” (Johnson et al. 2011:275). Being 

“everything sometimes” is usually a change for camping staff, who are typically between 

the ages of 18-22 (Johnson et al. 2011). These specific roles create value and purpose to 

staff’s role in the camp community, which is one of the main contributors to retention 

rates (McCole et al. 2012). Research supports summer camp as a contributor to positive 

self identity (Henderson et al. 2007), which is built from both the camp culture and 

norms, and the cohesive staff camper community together. 

Identity formation is not only tied to the particular staff job or camper role, it 

extends to gender and racial relations as well. Oakleaf (2013) and Davis-Delano and 

Gillard (2015) describe identity management in reference to sexuality. Oakleaf (2013) 

discusses the way camps with varying tolerances and acceptance levels affect the staff 

experience. At less tolerant camps, identity management was incredibly salient; however 

at more accepting camps, LGBT staff thought less about that aspect of their identity and 

more on the “everything sometimes” roles Johnson et al. (2011) describes. Davis-Delano 

(2015) discusses the ways summer camp creates a context for same-sex romantic 

attraction due to accepting camp culture in isolation from other genders or society at 

large. Moore (2002) looks at the collaborative emergence of race in a summer camp 

setting. The study compares two camps, one that is “typical” and one with a social justice 

theme, to see how race relations differ. Findings suggest that at both camps, racial 
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identity is relevant, however at the “typical” camp, which is primarily white, racial 

isolation occurs more. That said, she finds that campers at both camps tend to group with 

children of their own race, and when interacting with different races, Black campers 

“perform” to meet the pre-existing whiteness identities of their peers. The “doing” of 

racial and sexuality roles are forms of trickier identity management, which emerge in the 

isolated communities of camp that follow their own culture, that might differ from the 

culture staff and campers are coming from. 

 

INCLUSION 

Though Moore (2002)’s findings suggest that there are exclusive aspects of 

summer camp, other literature posits that camp is an inclusive, safe haven for children 

and staff. Miceli (1997) demonstrates the close relationships staff forge with emotionally 

disturbed boys who “sought close bonds with front line staff and tended to open up and 

reveal personal stories of past abuse” (Miceli 1997:29). The inclusion and welcoming 

atmosphere allows camp to be a place where differences and challenges are not only 

tolerated, but they are celebrated. When staff fosters an inclusive culture, their identity 

management role-models positive behavior for campers (Hutchinson, Mecke, and Sharpe 

2007), likely enabling them to leave with the “good camper ego ideal” (Smith 2006). This 

role carries much power, however staff typically learn through their training week what 

identity management looks like in order to foster inclusivity and positivity: “they also 

recognized that that position [of role model] carried certain expectations for their own 

behavior” (Johnson et al. 2011:282). Because of this inclusive and positive staff behavior, 

a culture of acceptance is formed, further supporting all campers. 
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POSITIVE OUTCOMES 

Expanding literature shows the growing recognition and value of the ways in 

which summer camp has positive effects on both children and staff alike. The American 

Camp Association estimated that more than 12,000 summer camps in US employ more 

than 1,500,000 adults and serve millions of children (Oakleaf 2013). “Research studies 

(e.g., Bialeschki, Younger, Henderson, Ewing, and Casey, 2002; Brannan, Arick, 

Fullerton, and Harris, 2000; Chenery, 1991; Dworkin, 1999; Marsh, 1999) have 

documented the value of organized camp experiences facilitated by a variety of 

independent, religious, and youth agencies. A good deal of anecdotal evidence supports 

the ‘good’ that camps provide” (Henderson et al. 2007:1). Whether camp is a positive 

experience because of connection with nature, physical activity, social development, or 

skill building, summer camp is a guiding force for youth that continually shapes and 

builds character in millions of children across the country (Henderson et al. 2007).  

 
 In this section, I reviewed the literature regarding summer camp. Historical 

context, structure and organization, community and culture, identity management, 

inclusion, and positive outcomes serve as a contextual backbone to inform readers about 

summer camping. These themes are crucial, as they will come into play during my 

analysis of camping. My review highlights the strengths of camping literature and also 

informs the gaps in literature that I am hoping to fill with this study. 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORKS 
 

I rely on sociological theory to support the investigation of my research questions. 

The concepts of “total institution” and identity formation and management rely on 

sociological theory as a foundation to unpack, expand, and create from. In this section, I 

will provide context on total institutions, symbolic interactionist frameworks, and an 

introduction to my theoretical contribution to inform the findings section.  

 

THE TOTAL INSTITUTION 

The concept or notion of the total institution is based on the framework 

introduced in Erving Goffman’s (1961) Asylums, which is an ethnographic study carried 

out in an insane asylum in London; Goffman lived undercover as an assistant to the 

Athletics Director in order to collect data for his book. Goffman’s aim was to 

demonstrate how the self was shaped and reshaped by social patterns of interaction, 

which may be grounded in the rules and practices of said institutional setting. From 

Asylums, the theoretical concept of a “total institution” (“TI”), was born. 

The TI is a “social hybrid, part residential community, part formal organization” 

(Goffman 1961:12), and can be defined as “a place of residence and work where a large 

number of like-situated individuals, cut off from the wider society for an appreciable 

period of time, together lead an enclosed, formally administered round of life” (Goffman 

1961:11). A central feature of the TI is the localized combination of three distinct arenas 

of life that Goffman claims are usually separated from one another in a traditional social 

organization: sleep, work, and play. Because these three major aspects of social life are 

situated together within a total institution, Goffman posits that the TI is characterized by 
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social structures and other systems that are unique in the ways that they manage not only 

physical bodies, but the identities associated with these bodies as well. 

Goffman identifies five different kinds of total institutions in our society: 

First, there are institutions established to care for persons felt to be both incapable and 
harmless… Second, there are places established to care for persons felt to be both 
incapable of looking after themselves and a threat to the community, albeit an unintended 
one… a third type of total institution is organized to protect the community against what 
are felt to be intentional dangers to it … fourth, there are institutions purportedly 
established the better to pursue some work like task and justifying themselves only on 
these instrumental grounds… finally, there are those establishments designed as retreats 
from the world (Goffman 1961:4). 

Each of these five variations upon the basic theme of “total institution” 

demonstrates the features listed above to an “intense degree” (Goffman 1961:11). In 

addition, along with the structural features of a TI, there are four components that are 

characteristic of the lives of inmates and staff members: a) the unfolding of the daily 

round of activities in the same place; b) “batch living”--i.e., being treated alike; c) a rigid 

schedule of activities, imposed from above by a formal system of rules and a body of 

officials; and d) the direct and single-minded orientation of these activities towards a 

particular goal, typically resocialization (Scott 2011). 

A key piece of Goffman’s discussion is the identity management and 

performative differences of people within the enclosed spaces of TIs. The identity 

management and interactions within the TI informs my second thesis research question: 

“How do the total institutional characteristics of the residential summer camp impact 

identity and identification in the staff members?” The bureaucratic organization and 

control/administration of people is central to the very notion of the TI, and within the TI, 

Goffman differentiates individuals according to the binary division of either “inmate” or 

“staff.” In many instances, inmates are forced into the TI against their free will with an 
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identity imposed upon them by the institution. Staff is there to manage and supervise the 

inmates, having much more autonomy than the inmates, and typically interacting as little 

as possible with the inmate (and often in a non-friendly, controlling and impersonal 

manner). The unequal power differences and the overall structural hierarchy  that 

separates the staff and the inmates often creates conflict within the TI.  Despite this 

conflict, Goffman finds that inmates rarely challenge staff authority (Scott 2011). 

Because TIs were (arguably) created for the good of society, Goffman claims that they 

are “forcing houses for changing persons; each is a natural experiment on what can be 

done to the self” (Goffman 1961:22). This idea certainly contributes to theoretical 

foundations of my thesis problem. The social system in the institutions heavily influence 

and “experiment” on what can happen to individual actors. In places that are meant to be 

“changing houses” outside of Goffman’s original TI model, like summer camps, the 

“forcing house for changing persons” is not necessarily the same as a correctional 

facility; however it is grounded in positive change for individuals who enter them. For 

this reason, exploring the TI in a summer camp lens is valuable.  

Some researchers have applied the TI model and adaptations thereof to summer 

camp (Scott 2011; Wade 2016), however only briefly and/or superficially. For example, 

Scott (2011) has a paragraph in her book that briefly discusses summer camps and 

religious festivals, while Wade does in fact include summer camp as a total institution as 

an example, among other institutions. Though there is no literature that discusses summer 

camp as a TI (or adaptation of a TI) at length, the TI model can be applied to residential 

summer camps. Goffman’s large definition of the TI as “a place of residence and work 

where a large number of like-situated individuals, cut off from the wider society for an 



 15 

appreciable period of time, together lead an enclosed, formally administered round of 

life” (Goffman 1961:11), demonstrates fundamental characteristics of residential summer 

camp. Residential summer camps are often located in isolated wilderness settings, away 

from society, characterized by  self-sustaining resources and staff to “formally 

administer” the “round of life” (Johnson et al. 2011; Sibthorp and Jostad 2014; Smith 

2006; Wade 2016; Waskul 1998). Not all summer camps fit into this model, as over 

14,000 summer camps range in structure and purpose. This thesis will be analyzing 

residential summer camps located in socialized wilderness settings for the purpose of this 

application of a TI. Though a typical camper or staff member’s residency in a summer 

camp does not span years, as Goffman’s TI model might suggest, they last at least a 

summer season, typically between 8-12 weeks, and for staff in particular, they either are 

not permitted or do not leave frequently (Johnson et al. 2011). In addition, many campers 

and staff members return year after year to the same camp setting. Like TIs, in residential 

summer camps, sleep, work, and play are indeed experienced together, and life is not 

“fragmented or separated” in the way that it is outside of camp. 

The five features of a TI, outlined in Asylums (Goffman 1961:4) can also be 

applied to summer camps: 

1) Institutions established to care for persons felt to be both incapable and 

harmless: summer camps are established to care for children - children are viewed in 

modern society as both undeveloped and harmless. Though children are creative, smart, 

and growing, they are considered incapable of fully caring for themselves by society and 

parents (thus, the counselor as a pseudo parent [Johnson et al. 2011]). Summer camp was 
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created in part as a safe haven for kids to socialize and learn both social skills and 

practical skills like weaponry or art (Smith 2006). 

2) Places established to care for persons felt to be both incapable of looking after 

themselves and a threat to the community: the “incapable person” is explained above. 

Although children are not considered an immediate threat to the community, a key 

function of camp is to provide safe outlets for children to learn how to be morally just 

(Smith 2006), thus preventing future threats to society. 

3) Organized to protect the community against what are felt to be intentional 

dangers to it: similar to the argument that children are incapable and harmless, children 

are protected until they are legal adults from dangers such as accidents, social conflict 

(i.e., bullying), or adults who mean children harm (i.e., sexual predators). Summer camp 

guarantees both physical and emotional safety of campers who attend, ensuring parents 

the utmost protection of their kids (Smith 2006). This flips Goffman’s original idea that 

the individuals who are inside the institution are dangerous in order to fit the summer 

camp model; this will be explored further in the analysis.  

4) Institutions purportedly established to pursue some work-like task: summer 

camps were and continue to be places where children simultaneously have fun and learn 

skills, both practical skills like weaponry, art, and boating; and social skills (Smith 2006). 

5) Establishments designed as retreats from the world: summer camps have been 

specifically named “a retreat from society” (Smith 2006: 14, 15, 16, 20), and are clearly 

well-attended, as more than 12,000 camps exist in the US (Oakleaf 2013). 

Characteristics of summer camp parallel in various ways with models of a TI. 

Though summer camp does not fit exactly into Goffman’s original TI model, there is 
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enough overlap to merit exploration in this thesis. Other scholars adaptations of 

Goffman’s model, including my own, will be discussed in this section and in the analysis 

of this thesis assessing to what extent a TI may fit summer camps.   

There are several adaptations to the TI that apply Goffman’s model to 

contemporary settings, and summer camp appears to be an example of such an 

adaptation. Some scholars believe that there is a misconception and “myth of total 

institutions,” and that in institutions, there are levels of permeability that make them “not 

so total” institutions (Farrington 1992). Quirk et al. (2006) names this idea a “permeable 

institution.” Summer camp has some permeable aspects, as staff may leave if they choose 

to (campers can if they really want to), and are not sent to camp against their will; people 

come and go, and mail, food, and other resources are sent in. Odrowaz-Coates (2015) 

adapts the TI in a gated, militarized community as a “Soft” TI: “this takes Goffman’s 

concept of TIs to a new ‘softer’ and more ambiguous level, where the walls and gates still 

exist, but are far less important than the barriers of the mind” (Odrowaz-Coates 

2015:241). The “soft” TIs concepts of “barriers of the mind” are particularly useful in 

examining summer camp, because despite summer camp being physically removed from 

society, just like on a college campus, “its rules, scripts, languages, logics, technologies, 

timetables, and architecture become their own… students’ lives play out within a 

structure that they don’t control, but largely accept and even embrace” (Wade 2016:90) 

(Johnson et al. 2011; Waskul 1998). Further, Scott’s (2011) formation of the “reinventive 

institution” (RI) connects to camps: 

a new form of institution has emerged since Goffman’s time, which implies subtler 
mechanisms of power and social control. Whereas traditional TI inmates were committed 
against their will, and new identities imposed upon them, now we find people choosing 
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voluntarily to enter institutions, believing that they need to change, and that it is their 
own responsibility to do so (Scott 2011:2). 

The RI is a new theory in which institutions such as religious and spiritual 

communities, military camps, secret societies and fraternities, therapeutic clinics, 

education, and virtual institutions apply – the characteristics of RIs are more flexible. 

Though summer camp may fall into a TI model in terms of its physical boundaries, it 

applies to the RI model as members are elected to be there, staff and inmates are equal 

participants, and staff welcome inmates (Scott 2011). 

Lastly, and perhaps most applicable is Iddo Tavory’s Summoned (2016), an 

ethnography looking into an insular Jewish Orthodox community in Los Angeles. Tavory 

uses the TI to discuss these insular communities and posits that identity formation 

happens in and because of said insular communities. The title Summoned asserts that 

insular communities and interactions “summon” individuals’ identities: 

Such total institutions [prisons, ships, asylums], with their totalitarian edge, depend on 
their practical isolation from the world. Thus, in those cases in which people aren’t forced 
into a total institution (such as some communes), new recruits are expected to forgo their 
previous ties, effectively enclosing them in a world where both the symbolic universe 
they construct and the social structures that sustain them are “universally” accepted. 
(Tavory 2016:152) 

 Tavory explores communities that - like Lisa Wade - are groups of people whose 

communities create tight knit expectations that go beyond a gate or a wall. They are 

formed year after year, creating social norms and expectations in which members could 

leave at will, but don’t.  

Both Goffman (1961) and scholars who have adapted and expanded his theories 

can help in understanding summer camps. Summer camp demonstrates characteristics of 

a TI, however there are adaptations of the TI that might be more useful in understanding 
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how summer camps function both institutionally and structurally. After examining 

adaptations by other sociologists, I have proposed my own that better fits summer 

camping characteristics. This is the largest contribution to my research -- the Transitory, 

Non-Compulsory, Perennial Institution (TNP). Briefly, the TNP comments on the 

temporality, the voluntary nature, and the summer-after-summer tradition of camping. 

The TNP will be unpacked in my analysis section after an in-depth examination of 

summer camping characteristics that align and diverge with Goffman’s original TI model.  

 

SYMBOLIC INTERACTIONISM 

 Symbolic interaction is a theory that provides a frame of reference to understand 

how individual actors interact both with one another and within themselves to create and 

shape both larger society and their own individual behaviors. I employ the approaches to 

symbolic interaction provided by Blumer (1962), Goffman (1959), Cooley (1902), and 

Mead (1932) to better understand how individuals in summer camp settings create and 

manage their identities, many of which dramatically change, adapt, and grow while at 

camp. Blumer “refers” symbolic interactionism as: 

the peculiar and distinctive character of interaction as it takes place between human 
beings. The peculiarity consists in the fact that human beings interpret or ‘define’ each 
other’s actions. Their ‘response’ is not made directly to the actions of one another but 
instead is based on the meaning, which they attach to such actions (Blumer 1962:139). 

 Blumer sees human society as consisting of acting people who create the life and 

society that exists. Acting units may be people, but also can be collectives or 

organizations acting “together on a common quest” or “on behalf of constituency” 

(Blumer 1962:148). Culture, social norms, and social systems provide structure for 

actors, but do not necessarily define their actions - rather they help to guide them. This is 
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important for identity formation and management in summer camps, because according 

to a symbolic interactionist perspective, identity is formed based on interactions with 

other actors. Based on these interactions, individuals begin to see themselves as how they 

think others see them. This idea is developed by Cooley (1902)’s The Looking Glass Self. 

Because summer camp is typically set in an isolated, socialized wilderness setting, 

populated by an established group of people who inhabit that space for significant periods 

of time, interactions and perceptions come more often and more intensely, helping form 

and shift individuals’ pre-existing identities to these new social norms and structure.  

In a summer camp setting, individuals’ roles shift based on context and setting. 

For example, a counselor may act one way around their campers, another way around 

their supervisor, and a completely different way with their friends on time off. Cooley 

describes this: “the young performer soon learns to be different things to different people, 

showing that he begins to apprehend personality and to foresee its operation” (Cooley 

1902:218). The concept of “different things to different people” comes up in summer 

camps, like Johnson et al. (2011)’s “everything sometimes,” notion, which informs 

identity in a new space with new people quickly.  

 Building on Blumer and Cooley, Goffman (1959)’s Presentation of Self in 

Everyday Life looks at the world as a stage. Actors have a “backstage” and “front stage” 

of their identity, and are constantly creating and recreating new meanings in their social 

world. According to Goffman, a person's identity is not fixed - it is constantly in a 

process of evolving, changing, and developing based on the social context and 

“audience” that they are in front of. He calls this “dramaturgy,” (which falls under a 

symbolic interactionist approach): 
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Goffman uses the metaphor of social life as theater in outlining his dramaturgical 
perspective. In a play, actors attempt to convey to an audience a particular impression of 
both the actor and the social scene. Through the use of scripted dialogue, gestures, props, 
costumes, and so on, actors create a new reality for the audience to consider. Goffman is 
concerned here with the ways in which actors convey a sense of personal identity… 
Goffman concludes by observing that fronts - along with other theatrical props - tend to 
be embedded in our social worlds. Rather than social life being improvisational, much of 
its predicated on routines that actors select when deemed appropriate.” (Kivisto 
2011:249) 
 

This notion of dramaturgy is applicable to summer camps; I argue that 

individuals’ identities are not fixed, but rather are constantly changing, particularly in the 

context of social interaction at camp. Summer camp may appear to be improvisational, 

but the reality is that the social norms and scripts just deviate from what is “typical” in 

the modern, Western world. In the new context, individuals seek to be perceived as 

adhering to the social norms; actors quickly catch on and shift and evolve their meanings 

of the world and themselves in this new context, oftentimes feeling liberated and new in 

who they are and what they stand for. This can create a rapid change in identification, or 

a slower evolution in which an individual sees themselves as and how they act both in 

and out of the camp context.  

Mead (1932) augments the symbolic interactionist approach and posits that actors 

are objects, having a self that they interact with.   

This idea should not be cast aside as esoteric or glossed over as something that is obvious 
and hence not worthy of attention. In declaring that the human being has a self, Mead had 
in mind chiefly that the human being can be the object of his own actions. He can act 
toward himself as he might act toward others…. The human being gets angry with 
himself, rebuffs himself, takes pride in himself, argues with himself, tells himself he 
should ‘do this’ or not ‘do that’, sets goals for himself… that the human being acts 
toward himself in these countless other ways is a matter of easy empirical observation” 
(Kivisto 2011:243). 

Mead is valuable when considering identity formation, as he adds the process of engaging 

with oneself. Similar to Goffman (1959) and Cooley (1902), Mead (1934) examines how 
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identity is influenced by micro-level interactions. He is differentiated from other 

symbolic interactionists as he regards the human being acting toward himself as a key 

component of which the individual “faces and deals with his world” (Blumer 1962:144). 

This is applicable to my problem, as during summer camp, individuals are busy and 

interacting all the time, constantly “facing the world.” The added examination of how one 

interacts with oneself will help as a foundation for my data regarding identity formation, 

destruction, and evolution.  

Symbolic interaction is a staple in sociological theory, and I am using the 

theoretical foundation provided by symbolic interaction on identification and identity 

formation for my research. Symbolic interaction and identities are not necessarily new 

ideas; Tavory’s Summoned, for example, investigates how people choose to live and 

participate in social institutions that help form their identifications as types of people 

within social groups or institutions. Summoned emphasizes the significance that “it is 

through these ongoing, meaningful interactions with others that we become persons who 

can be called upon to fulfill various roles that further embed us in these communities” 

(Davidman 2017:233). This is highly applicable to summer camp settings. Though my 

research is not an ethnography and is about summer camps rather than Orthodox Jewish 

neighborhoods,  Tavory’s application of symbolic interactionism to account for the 

forming, creation of, and shifting identification is a tool used in a similar manner as this 

thesis. Social identity is “brought into interaction and existence” (Tavory 2016:6) through 

these symbolic interactions with the world, and individuals can thus make sense of their 

world through these contexts.  
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My findings section will analyze and utilize symbolic interactionist frameworks to 

discuss how individual actors create context and meaning that form symbols and create 

meaning in the social world, forming a more complex understanding of how and why 

identity is inherently tied to summer camping. Because summer camping is a social, 

interactive environment, symbolic interaction fits well in analyzing the society that is 

formed through interaction in the socialized wilderness of camp.   
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METHODOLOGY 
 
LOCATION OF STUDY 

The American Camping Association estimates that more than 14,000 day and 

residential camps exist in the United States. 8,400 are overnight, and 5,600 are day 

camps. Summer camping is an $18 billion industry that accommodates more than 14 

million children and employs more than 1.5 million camping staff each year (American 

Camp Association). I chose to study residential summer camps rather than day camps as 

the barriers and socialization is at a higher level of intensity in a residential summer 

camp. In day camps, the three arenas Goffman combines, work, sleep, and play, are 

separated; at residential summer camps, the three blend for weeks on end. Though I knew 

I wanted to narrow my study to residential summer camps, that still leaves 8,400 unique 

camps scattered across the continental United States. Based on this knowledge, I decided 

to conduct my study with one residential summer camp located in the California Sierra 

Mountains nestled between a National Forest and National Park and headquartered in the 

San Francisco Bay Area of California. This allowed concentration with one camp 

experience that will be used as an instrumental case study to analyze and assess my 

research questions. I look at summer camping as a TI and identity management as a 

phenomenon, and Camp Ayekah1 as a case study to assess my research questions. This 

was also a convenient location and study for me to do my study as my home is in Orinda, 

a suburb east of San Francisco, and I worked at the camp in the summers of 2015, 2016, 

and 2017.  

 

                                                
1 Name has been changed for confidentiality 
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PARTICIPANTS 

I interviewed 16 staff alumni from Camp Ayekah, a mission-driven, residential 

Jewish summer camp in the Sierra Nevada Mountains. The summer camp serves 1,200 

campers and staffs 200 employees per summer and 22 employees year-round. The 

summer camp’s four part mission fosters positive self-image, sense of community, 

partnershipping with nature, and developing a positive sense of Jewish identity and 

spirituality.  

Individuals who attend Camp Ayekah reside mostly in California, with a high 

concentration from Northern California. Staff members hail from more diverse locations, 

but a high concentration still reside on US west coast. Camp Ayekah is a Jewish camp; 

campers are not required to be Jewish to attend, though a majority of campers come from 

Jewish households, ranging from very religious and practicing households to more 

secular, “Judaism-as-culture” oriented households. Many staff members identify as 

Jewish, however there are less Jews on staff than there are campers. According to the 

Pew Research Center’s Portrait of Jewish Americans, more than 90% of Jews described 

themselves as non-Hispanic whites. Reflecting demographic breakdowns of Jews in 

America, a majority of attendees and staff identify as White. The camp costs about 

$1,000 a week, and hence the majority of campers come from middle-upper class 

households; however there is a highly utilized, confidential scholarship program that 

allows campers from middle- and lower-class households to attend. A high number of 

staff were campers at Ayekah, so the majority of staff members also come from middle-

upper class families, though this varies more in staff than in campers.  
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I used a purposive sampling strategy to select 16 staff alumni, recruited through 

Facebook groups of staff alumni from the summers of 2016 and 2017. With over 40 staff 

interested in being interviewed within 24 hours of my posting, I selected a breakdown of 

staff designed to be representative of the demographics of the camp as a whole in terms 

of gender, age, and position. I interviewed 8 women, 7 men, and 1 non-binary individual, 

with ages ranging from 18-42. Though many of the staff members, particularly in 

leadership positions, have had multiple titles at camp, I will utilize their most recent title 

in my reporting.  

 

Table 1: Participants by Position 

Position Number of 
Participants 

Counselor 5 

Supervisor 4 

Director 2 

Health Center 
Supervisor 

1 

Counselor in Training 
Staff 

1 

Prep-Cook 1 

Programmer 1 

Song Leader 1 
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DATA COLLECTION 

 The data set for this research was for my senior thesis project, collected 

exclusively by me during the 2017-2018 Whitman College winter break. The components 

of my thesis regarding identity management and summer camp’s status as a TI would be 

difficult to measure through surveys or close-ended interviews, therefore interviews were 

in-depth, semi-structured and lasted between 30-60 minutes. I interviewed ten of the 

sixteen participants at cafes or homes around the Bay Area, and I interviewed six of the 

sixteen participants over the phone. I transcribed all interviews myself.  

 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

I organized my interview questions to elicit perspectives  both on personal 

connection to the specific summer camp and on more structural and organizational 

aspects of camping. I targeted job types, social scene and culture, differences between 

camp and one’s outside life, structural and organizational components of camp, purpose 

of camp, and identity formation and management. These helped me target my research 

question, but also allowed for discussion to expand beyond the questions. I aimed to 

make participants feel comfortable and engage in natural conversation. Because I 

personally knew each individual that I interviewed, participants were comfortable 

answering personal questions, and eager to share how their summer camping experience 

with me. I have included a copy of my interview questions in Appendix A. 

 

ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS 

Prior to conducting research, I constructed a research proposal and received 

approval for my project from Whitman’s Institutional Review Board in December of 
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2017. All sixteen participants completed an informed consent page allowing me to record 

them digitally. The consent form specified confidentiality and removal of individual 

identifiers. My project did not have any foreseeable risks - my questions were not out of 

the range of what participants would encounter on a daily basis, participation was by 

choice, and subjects could terminate the interview at any time. I have included a copy of 

my consent form in Appendix B.  

Ethically, it is unique that I interviewed participants I knew about a place I am 

invested in and know well. Though my passion for summer camping is what has formed 

and driven this project, I have kept my personal opinions and experiences out of my data 

collection and analysis, using only my interviewees’ experiences and past literature to 

shape the outcomes of this project.  

 

LIMITATIONS AND GENERALIZABILITY 

 When I first began this project, I wondered if my strong affiliation with summer 

camping at both the camp I researched and another residential summer camp in 

California would influence my perceptions in a biased way. As I have mentioned in the 

Ethics section, I realize my status has given me insider access to understanding context 

and greater schemes of summer camping that someone without the experience might not 

have. The nuances and subtleties in my data were easier for me to find and connect to 

broader themes in my thesis, and has enabled me in ways more than it could limit me. 

This insider status is similar to Goffman’s Asylums (1961), as he lived the experience in a 

mental asylum and then wrote about them, using his insider experience as a benefit.   

 The fairly homogenous sample of individuals is a limitation to my study, as 

participants come from similar backgrounds. Because my interviewees were associated 

with the same camp, I wondered if their responses would overlap or appear redundant. 
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Though there were common themes, the answers to specific questions ranged widely. I 

recognize that my use of purposive sampling and qualitative data may have produced bias 

sampling errors. Because I only interviewed participants from one summer camp, the 

generalizability of the study may be somewhat limited to similarly structured and 

demographical camps. However I feel my sample provides robust and insightful data. In 

order to generalize to a larger group, I would suggest researchers expand the sampling by 

randomly selecting a more diverse set of camps that vary based on geographical location, 

mission, group-affiliation, political standing and size. I might also suggest looking into 

camps with different rates of retention and camper to staff percentages on staff to assess 

identity management in this way. This project was a starting point for a topic that has 

never been explored in-depth in sociology, and is a foundation for a larger expansion for 

further data to be collected.  

 

DATA ANALYSIS TECHNIQUES 

 My data analysis techniques used a combination of inductive and deductive 

coding. I first created a list of codes that I had already wanted to look for in my data, and 

then expanded by reading through a few interviews and creating additional codes that I 

found important and relevant. A list of my codes are in Appendix C. I did not use any 

coding software, instead I used color coded spreadsheets and highlighting. For my first 

round of coding, I pulled pieces of data that were relevant to the large themes I had 

separated, like “identity,” “social scene,” or “interaction with campers.” Then, I did a 

second round of coding where I highlighted subcodes within the documents to expand on 
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nuances within the larger categories. Many of these coding categories later became sub-

sections in my findings section.  
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FINDINGS & ANALYSIS  
 
 In this section I will present the most significant trends and themes evident in my 

data. I have divided my findings into two parts, first analyzing summer camp’s status as a 

total institution, and then unpacking identity formation and management inside. Although 

these themes are separated, they are not unrelated, and thus are interwoven throughout 

the thesis. The first section, “Summer Camp as a Total Institution” will assess the extent 

to which camp can function as a TI based on data addressing characteristics and factors 

about summer camp. At the end of the section, in discussing TI and contemporary 

adaptations of the TI, I propose my new adaptation and theory, the Transitory, Non-

Compulsory, Perennial Institution (TNP). In the “Identification Formation and Identity 

Management at Summer Camp” section, I will explore data regarding identification and 

identity management through a symbolic interactionist perspective. I will tie the TNP and 

the identification and identity management section together in the conclusion of this 

thesis.  

 

SUMMER CAMP AS A TOTAL INSTITUTION 

 Summer camp has characteristics that align with Total Institution (TI) 

characteristics, which is explored in the Theories section. The TI has been expanded and 

adapted by sociologists to fit into less traditional institutions than Goffman originally 

focused on in Asylums (1961). Herein I will use my data to assess to what extent summer 

camp functions as a TI and ultimately form my own adaptation of a TI.  
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The Purpose of Summer Camps  

 Goffman’s 1961 Asylums posits five characteristics that make a TI what it is - 

these are outlined in detail in the Theoretical Framework section. The literature review 

covered historical background and formation of summer camps, however I also asked 

participants why they thought summer camp existed, both generally and specific to their 

individual camp. I will analyze my findings about purpose of summer camps in tandem 

with Goffman’s five TI characteristics to assess to what extent summer camp fits into the 

TI model. My results are broken down into seven categories: 

Table 2: Purpose of Summer Camps 
Purpose Number of Participants 

Socialization 5 

Independence 6 

Betterment of Self 10 

Skills 3 

Religious Identity 6 

Childcare  3 

Camp-Specific Mission 4 
 

Institutions established to care for persons felt to be both incapable and harmless  

 Childcare, socialization, betterment of self, and skills all fall under the TI purpose 

of institutions established to care for persons felt to be both incapable and harmless. 

Campers and staff who enter camp aren’t necessarily viewed as incapable; however the 

foundation of summer camp was to provide opportunities for escape and growth as 

individuals, with the intent of creating a better world (Smith 2006). Camp not only 
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provides childcare for parents, but it builds social and physical skills. As David2, a 

director who has been attending Ayekah since 1999 explains: “I can tell when I meet 

people that haven't been to camp - they're not as good at roughing it, they're not as good 

as being uncomfortable, as compromising. They don't understand why you would put 

others before yourself and that can really lead to your own self-benefit. These are all 

reasons to go to camp.” The kind of person that attends summer camp - both children and 

staff, particularly entry-level staff as their first job - can fall under the “incapable” 

category. Summer camp intends to build and grow individuals who can hopefully 

(especially after multiple summers there) leave feeling much more capable, whether that 

is because of socialization, skills like weaponry or canoeing, or confidence in leadership.  

 

Places established to care for persons felt to be both incapable of looking after 

themselves and a threat to the community 

 This is the area in which summer camp diverges most from the TI model. That 

said, under the category of betterment of self, I argue that summer camp is constructed to 

help make campers and staff the best they can be, with positive implications for society. 

Summer campers typically lack the skills and/or impulse controls that adults do; 

Goffman’s “threat to the community” was originally thought of in a more violent and 

urgent manner. I posit, however, that summer camping is effecting prophylactic damage 

control, and hence making them their best self.  Down the road, attendees will have the 

skills to effect positive changes to themselves and society, and at the very least reduce the 

likelihood of a negative impact. This idea is also reflected in the mission of camp 

category; though Ayekah’s mission is specific to my case study, mission-driven camps 
                                                
2 All names have been changed for confidentiality.  
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can be applied to summer camping in general. As Sarah, a longtime staff member and 

Jewish educator who has had roles at camp ranging from prep-cook to teen supervisor to 

religious programmer, explains: 

Maybe one answer [of the purpose of summer camps] is to create the world as it could be. 
I suppose the world as it is. It's the idea that like “what is the potential world?,” like, 
“how can we best raise these kids?” and what's really interesting is they're all like 
escapist models. Like you're talking about these confined societies [summer camps] so 
it's funny, like the world as it could be is not in the world. Like the world as it could be is 
a world completely removed from the world. But yeah I think it's kind of that, and think 
it's also like, what can we teach kids when they're not in their day to day lives? Like who 
can kids be when they're not in their regular world? And each summer a new crop of 
people are there, a new crop of programs. It's been a new year, everyone's grown. You're 
constantly recreating worlds. So I think each summer camp is like asking the question, 
like eternally is asking a question, like “what can we do this summer?” It's like almost 
like a big project. 

 This “big project” and creating the world as it could be can be framed as protecting 

communities from threats. If summer camp is a space where the culture, mission, and 

norms make the world a safer place, it fits into the TI purpose of protecting the world 

from threats. Sarah’s insightful comment on raising the kids in an “escapist model” is 

further evidence that the world at large is full of threats. The intentionality of summer 

camps, the work that goes into not only the mission but the training of the staff, the 

working with the campers, and asking questions just like Sarah asked is what makes the 

institution of camping such a specific one for child and staff growth. Summer camps 

offer a training and modeling of sorts in a secluded setting that can hopefully translate 

outside of the physical space, “recreating” the world, planting seeds in children and staff 

each summer to promote positivity in the world.  
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Organized to protect the community against what are felt to be intentional dangers to it 

 In Goffman’s original TI, he saw inmates inside of the TI as a threat to the 

community outside of the TI. I flip this idea, arguing that summer camp is protecting the 

individuals inside it from outside negative influences. Childcare and Religious Identity 

are two categories that fall under this TI criteria. Summer camps promise the utmost 

protection and safety for campers, and summer camp goes to great length to achieve this 

outcome. This involves security guards, confidentiality of location and thorough 

screenings of the kinds of people who can access the camp.  

 Unique to this instrumental case study is the religious - specifically Jewish - 

aspect to the camp. Intentional dangers of Anglo- or Christian centered society, 

particularly in the US, can create isolation and lack of positive identity-building in 

minorities. A religious summer camp -  a Jewish one in this case - is a place to protect 

Jews from the danger of assimilating into spaces that don’t celebrate or educate in a 

Jewishly way day-to-day.  David explains this in depth,  

Jews camp harder per capita than any group. I think one of the reasons for that is that in 
the US, you sort of default to living in a Christian country. With holidays, and schedule, 
and you know talking about church this and that and the other. So anywhere where I 
think you're a minority, which Jews are, you risk full assimilation if there's not ways to 
carve out identity building. If you just default to doing nothing, then like you're not gonna 
really be Jewish or you're not really going to have a strong Jewish identity. There's a big 
idea throughout a lot of Judaism that it's the responsibility of parents or one generation to 
teach children in the next generation, L’Dor V’Dor. I think part of that does come from a 
place of fear of being a minority group when there are so few Jews in the world. It would 
be so easy for it to just go away. So anyway Jewish camp is a huge identity builder 
because for three weeks or eight weeks or wherever you go, you don’t have to think 
about being Jewish you just are. It's more of a lived experience and the experiential 
Judaism. Which experiential learning is more impactful than anything else. 
 
 Research suggests Jewish camping is a way to “transform” and “mold” children 

with Jewish values, hopefully dodging the possibility of losing a sense of Jewish identity 
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(Lorge and Zola 2006). This will hopefully perpetuate Jewish pride and tradition within 

individuals, which could disappear without a “fun” or meaningful alternative to temple 

(which often does not have as much appeal for younger children as summer camping 

does). Summer camp has longevity that groups or organized religion typically does not - 

a service is a few hours a week, however summer camp is experiential multi-week 

immersion for individuals. This kind of protection from intentional dangers can work 

with various kinds of camps - specifically ones intended for minority groups. In camps 

for Jews, those with special needs, or racial/ethnic minorities, camaraderie and 

acceptance building can be fostered, therefore protecting these minorities from outside 

assimilation (Gillard and Alsop 2016; Gillard, Witt, and Watts 2010; Henderson et al. 

2006; Hutchinson et al. 2008; Lorge and Zola 2006; Moore 2001).  

 

Institutions purportedly established the better to pursue some work-like task 

 We know that a driving force in the original establishment of summer camping 

was  to teach children - Smith (2006)’s concept of “The Ego Ideal Camper,” posited that 

children and staff would return from summer camp home with a “toolkit” of camping 

benefits like emotional intelligence and outdoor education. Socialization, Independence, 

and Skill Building all fall under the TI characteristic of institutions purportedly 

established the better to pursue some work-like task. A large part of summer camping is 

to help children and staff alike learn to live in a cooperative environment, stressing 

teamwork and relationship building. This is crucial for engagement anywhere in the 

world, and allows for individuals to better their work tasks.  
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Independence does this as well; establishing autonomy and creativity allows 

growth in many settings - a New York Times piece, “The Camp Counselor vs. the Intern,” 

suggests that being a camp counselor will provide individuals with more adequate skills 

than an intern at a flashy cooperation (Fleshler 2012). The kinds of opportunities and 

responsibility staff obtain at summer camps, being “everything sometimes” (Johnson et 

al. 2011), helps individuals in all aspects of their lives. For example, Tamar, a special 

needs preschool teacher and an assistant director who has been working on staff for 10 

years and attending camp for 20, reflects   

When I was a counselor I learned a lot from training, and then as a supervisor being able 
to teach and lead some of those trainings... I think those have benefited every single job 
I've done, and I think it will make me a better parent. 

Tamar’s experience is not unique; it is echoed in the responses of other participants, and 

also evidenced in research, just as the New York Times article suggests. This is one 

benefit of working as a staff member; staff training weeks teaches staff to be able to 

support the campers and reflect the goals of camp in the best way possible.  

Potentially most relatable is skill building - activities like arts and crafts, 

weaponry, horseback riding, outdoors skills, and swimming are examples of programs 

summer camps might offer to campers. Skill building goes back to the foundations of 

summer camp - organized summer camping was created to offer such skill experiences 

for children. Take outdoors skills: where David mentioned  “we're taking them even 

further out from there to go on day hikes, on camping trips and spend almost all day 

outside. And one of the big purposes is to take largely urban or suburbanized people and 

turn them on to like the powers of nature and the natural world.” Exposing staff members 

and campers to activities they might not encounter in their urban or suburban lives builds  

skills they cannot or do not receive in a typical school year or in their day-to-day life. 
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Skill-building was one of the pillars of the creation of summer camp, and we still see this 

in summer camping - taking highly urbanized individuals and giving them a “simpler” or 

more rustic view of life (Smith 2006; Lorge and Zola 2006). This can and does inspire 

individuals to pursue passions that they discover at summer camp, allows individuals to 

bring these skills home, and influences their everyday lives.  

 

Establishments designed as retreats from the world 

 When asked to describe Camp Ayekah, many responses were overwhelmingly 

positive. It is significant to note that my participants volunteered to be interviewed, so the 

selection might be more biased toward those with a favorable view of summer camping. 

Illustrative responses included: 

Camp is a magical fairyland (Sophie, a fourth year staff member who was not a camper, 
nor is Jewish),    
 
It’s a safe environment where you know these people and it’s more comfortable (Aviva, a 
long time camper and first year counselor),  
 
I think it's to make people realize their best selves and their potential, and try to help you 
approach that in ways that the real world won't let you” (Amy, the director of the health 
center), 
 
I think residential summer camp gives you the opportunity to take you away from the real 
world and develop ways of communicating and loving yourself and loving each other that 
are based off of things so separate from the concerns that we have in middle school or 
high school or college or whatever you are your life that we focus so much on other parts 
of what we're doing. And at camp you have the opportunity to just like be yourself 
(Natalie, a longtime camper and first year counselor).  

This “retreat from the world” is also reflected in the independence and camp specific 

mission categories. The independence, both from societal strains and expectations and 

responsibilities allowed to young people creates a structure that is unlike the “real world” 

(as many participants call anything outside of camp). Camp is a place where social norms 
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are challenged, and such challenge is generally viewed in a positive light. Sophie’s 

description of camp as a “magical fairyland” further supports the “outside world” idea, 

that camp is not necessarily reality at all. This is similar to what Sarah mentioned about 

summer camping being an “escapist model.” All of the participants above mentioned it 

seeming like a different and safer space than where they come from. These are all 

reminiscent of Goffman’s idea of the TI being a “retreat” from the world. The mission of 

Ayekah (and many camps) focuses on a break or escape from the world - this is 

sometimes described as sanctuaries and escapes from reality (Johnson et al. 2011; 

Sibthorp and Jostad 2014; Smith 2006; Wade 2016; Waskul 1998). As discussed in the 

“Literature Review” section, there is very little research that suggests summer camp as a 

negative place - ideologies of camping as a retreat could contribute to the lack of research 

around negative camping attitudes.  

Whether summer camping as a “retreat” is because of absence of technology, an 

enclosed setting with the same group of people, or a culture built on acceptance, there is a 

reason that it is an $18 billion industry serving children and adults. Summer camps for 

adults exist; these are also marketed as “retreats from the world” for adults who want to 

reminisce on camp. This is a strong tie to Goffman’s idea of a TI as a retreat from the 

world, and is an important and driving feature of the location and structure that summer 

camps pose.  

 

Barriers Containing Camp  

 Goffman’s Asylums (1961) is situated in an insane asylum with a lack of 

permeability within the walls of the institution. A key feature of the TI is the closed, 
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isolated structure, which controls and administers individuals’ round of life inside. This 

isolation in Goffman’s pure form refers to structural boundaries, however contemporary 

scholars expand the barriers to be psychological as well as physical. In my instrumental 

case study, I assessed barriers containing camp, and found three types of barriers 

mentioned, rather than just one. I found there are physical, figurative, and transportive 

boundaries containing Camp Ayekah. It is important to note that while some individuals 

mentioned only one kind of barrier, many mentioned multiple types of barriers, as 

outlined in Table 3. 

Table 3: Types of Barriers Containing Camp 
Type of Barrier Number of Participants Mentioned 

Physical 5 

Figurative  1 

Transportation  0 

Physical & Figurative 3 

Physical & Transportation 2 

Transportation & Figurative 3 

All 3 2 
 

Physical barriers  

 Physical barriers mentioned by interviewees included a coded gate, fences, and 

the geographical isolation that contained camp; this included lack of proximity to 

civilization, a river, and a ridge that limited ability to come and leave. It was important 

for participants to note that in the first week of camp - or staff training - individuals were 

not allowed to leave camp property. This means the codes on the gates were undisclosed 
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to staff members and therefore no way of exiting the property. These physical barriers are 

the most similar to the barriers in Goffman’s original TI. There is only one security guard 

that sits at the main gate when children are attending the camp, and otherwise the 

boundaries are not guarded. This is for many reasons - most importantly being that 

individuals are not forced to be there. If they want to exit the gate, they may. However, 

access back into the gates are reserved for only individuals who have an affinity with the 

camp.  Though summer camping is not what is typically thought of as a “gated 

community,” it is certainly a gated community of its own. The physical barriers are more 

of protectors from those who are outside rather than protecting the outside from those 

who are inside. This once again flips Goffman’s idea, protecting individuals inside the 

institution. Regardless, these barriers mark what is and is not camp property, which 

affects where individuals can and cannot go and when. I will discuss this further in the 

“leaving camp” section.  

 

Figurative barriers  

 Perhaps more interesting are the figurative barriers mentioned by participants. 

Demographically, the people who can and do attend Ayekah come from specific class 

and cultural backgrounds; outlined in the methods section, we already know that majority 

of campers and staff come from the west coast (especially California), have some 

affiliation with religious or cultural Judaism, and are from middle-upper class families. 

This is a figurative barrier in it of itself that bars certain individuals into the social 

category of Ayekah or out of it. These demographics serve as important context for 

summer camping; though there are camps with various themes and affinities, residential 
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summer camp does have figurative barriers that will exist before anyone steps foot on the 

property, and may influence social groups and cultural markers.  

Once in the actual camp, Ayekah uses the concept of an Eruv, which is 

traditionally defined as a sacred area closed by a wire boundary that symbolically extends 

the private areas of Jewish households into public areas, allowing activities that are 

normally forbidden in public on the Sabbath.  Though Camp Ayekah’s Eruv has nothing 

to do with the Sabbath, it is the figurative boundary that contains camp. Natalie, who was 

familiar with the traditional concept of an Eruv described it as “both a real and figurative 

idea of like once you're and when you're inside the Eruv you're inside camp and when 

you exit the Eruv, you're outside, and outside of the Eruv, you can use drugs and alcohol 

and do other things you are not allowed to do inside the Eruv.” The Eruv is signified by 

fences at times, by markers at others, and by natural barriers like the river that runs 

through property. The meaning behind the Eruv is often a new one to staff; though some 

who are practicing know the meaning, for others the concept of the Eruv is constructed at 

camp. Either way, the Eruv is considered a sacred space; this transcends in the space at 

camp. It is one that is considered “scared,” and is highly respected.  

 The Eruv is more of a psychological barrier that staff and campers respect than a 

physical one; although the Eruv is marked by a fence or marker flags, it is much more of 

a conceptualization from staff. For example, on one side of the Eruv, drinking alcohol or 

consuming drugs could have a consequence of being fired, however on the other side 

(even if it is a matter of one or two feet), it is considered acceptable. This is taken very 

seriously and means arguably more than the physical barriers of a gate with a code. 

Though the tree branches may cross over the Eruv, though there is no significant change 
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in physical space between one side or another, this boundary informs much of where staff 

can be, what they can do, and how they view their sense of space and place inside the 

camp. The Eruv is similar to Ordwarz-Coats (2015) concept of a “soft” TI, where the 

gates still exist, but are less important than the “barriers of the mind.” Summer camping 

constructs a safe space for campers and staff to exist in a wilderness setting, which 

changes how people view the space they live in. Similar to how Lisa Wade applies the TI 

to a college campus which has less barriers than summer camp itself, the spaces 

individuals inside move in is often more of a psychological isolation:  

This isolation facilitated the nearly complete immersion of staff in their particular camp. 
During the rest of the year, the counselors encountered a variety of settings and groups of 
people as they went about their work, school, leisure, and social pursuits. During a 
summer spent at camp, all of these happened in one place and with the same group of 
people (Johnson 2011:269). 
 
 Inside the figurative barrier, we see Goffman’s noted three arenas of work, play, 

and sleep combining. It is important to note that while in Goffman’s strict version of a TI, 

inmates have no say in their barriers, while at camp the figurative barrier is constructed 

and seemingly respected by everyone. This is likely because buy-in to camp is voluntary, 

rather than forced as in an asylum or prison.  

Summer camp is voluntary to an extent (we must take into account influence from 

parents, peer pressure, and schools), and does require individual buy-in, however Camp 

Ayekah and Jewish camping complicates the idea of voluntary buy-in. Voluntary buy-in 

to religious camps has significance with regards to how one engages with religion as a 

choice - especially Jewishness as a choice - in the larger context of a TI. The larger 

significance cannot be divorced from questions about buying into, experiencing, or 

“doing” Jewishness, because historically there has been a heavy and sometimes 
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contentious debate about who gets to say they are (and “be”) Jewish. Individuals who 

choose to buy-in and attend Ayekah are figuratively separating themselves from their 

lives outside of camp, and are experiences all of their pursuits in the same area, as 

Johnson et al. (2011) mentions. However the people and culture that they are voluntarily 

accessing are all also buying into Jewish (or religious) ideas and spirituality. Although 

Ayekah is strongly Reformed and does not pressure specific religious agendas onto staff 

or campers, it is in Ayekah's mission to have campers leave with a positive spirituality or 

Jewish identity. All are welcome to this space, however it is reserved to be done Jewishly 

(in a similar way society is done “Christianly”). This is yet another figurative boundary 

that individuals must buy-in to experience Ayekah as it is. The lens of their experiences, 

who they are friends with, romantic with, what they do in their spare time, and traditions 

or ritual are all through a figuratively Jewish one. 

 

Transportive boundaries  

 Transportation represents a unique barrier to leaving the physical or figurative 

boundaries of camp. Seven participants explained that a lack of access to a car meant that 

even if they were permitted to leave property, they couldn't. This was even harder for 

individuals without a driver's license, as explained by Hannah, a first year counselor and 

camper in her teens: “it's a lot of work to leave. Because like you have to drive and like 

there isn't anything that close. And I didn't have a car, and also driving around Ayekah is 

terrifying, it's windy over a cliff.” This added physical barrier makes it even more 

challenging for individuals to leave camp if they want to, contributing to staff and camper 

isolation. Some participants found the lack of vehicle to feel trapping, as described by 
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Jaden, an international staff member and song leader who had just completed his first 

summer at camp:   

So for me it was really hard to leave camp because I didn't have a car and I didn't know 
how to drive. Both of those were such a... struggle. I think that was actually the thing that 
bothered me like the most was how limited the space I guess was, like even if you could 
go into nature, you couldn't go out into other forms of civilization apart from camp. I 
guess so that was kind of stressful sometimes. 

The emotion associated with the transportive barrier recalls the way that inmates in 

Goffman’s Asylums (1961) felt. Being in an enclosed space, connecting the three arenas 

of work, play, and sleep can be challenging - particularly for introverts. An added trapped 

feeling can come with a lack of access to transportation Jaden referred to times where 

even if he found a car, he couldn’t necessarily find someone who could drive it.  

What is interesting is that the trapped feeling comes for some, but not all. Jaden’s 

opinion did not reflect the opinion of other staff members. Some found their comfort 

level within the space of camp sufficient to not feel trapped; others found it liberating to 

be in the same space with the same people for an extended period of time. This is a key 

difference between traditional TI’s and summer camp - inmates in Goffman’s TI’s were 

forced, therefore there were no senses of liberation being from being in a space, nor was 

the freedom within the space as big as summer camps. This distinction will be explored 

in my adaptation of the TI. 

 

Interactions with the “Outside World” 

Summer camps are geographically separated, generally insular communities, in 

which interaction with those outside of camp is limited. The idea of society outside of 

camp as the “outside world” is rhetoric used by many of my participants when describing 
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their summer experiences. The “outside world” was frequently referenced with a negative 

connotation, and the insular isolation of the camp community was typically valued. 

Though some participants discussed challenges of feeling isolated and trapped, most all 

participants had no desire to interact with individuals outside of camp, aside from 

existing family, loved ones, and in some cases, friends. The following table outlines the 

types of interactions participants mentioned having with the “outside world” as well as 

frequencies in these interactions.   

Table 4: Participant Interaction with the “Outside World”  
Place of Interaction Number of 

Participants  
Frequency of 
Interaction 

Number of 
Participants 

Technology 6 A Lot 2 

Off-Property 
Locations 

1 Not Very Much 10 

Technology & Off 
Property Locations 

9 None 3 

 

Place of interaction 

 Technology was the largest source of interaction with the world outside of camp. 

Camp Ayekah has a computer lab with four computers, as well as three landlines in the 

main office. These are for staff use only, and uses a slow satellite internet that limits the 

accessible content (i.e. no streaming, photo downloading). Staff are only allowed to 

access the internet during their time off,  between 2-4 hours a day. The internet platforms 

most commonly mentioned for contact with the “outside world” were email and 

Facebook messenger; some participants mentioned accessing news websites to keep up 

with popular culture, as there are no newspapers or current events briefings delivered to 

staff. Though there is access to internet that participants use, the four computers and three 
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landlines to which staff have access are located in an open office setting that is filled with 

other staff. There is no special room for private phone conversations, nor are the emails 

and Facebook messages unseen. Hannah mentions that she couldn’t really talk to anyone 

about what was going on in her life when she was having issues, because the people she 

was having issue with could overhear her. Virtually all the participants I interviewed 

found this break from technology a relief, and had no desire in reaching out to people 

they didn’t feel a necessity to (i.e. family members, close friends). Technology in 

summer camping is generally limited; though geographical location closer to cities might 

add Wi-Fi or more accessibility to service, residential summer camps as a whole typically 

break cultural norms without phones, service, and even sometimes downloaded music 

(Johnson et al. 2011, Seeger and Seeger 2006).  

 Off-property locations are the other places of interactions participants had with 

the “outside world.” Staff mentioned two kinds of off-property locations - space outside 

the Eruv but accessible by foot, and places that require a car to access, commonly the 

small towns between 20-40 minutes from camp property. Aviva notes that even though 

these locations are in “civilization,” staff stick almost exclusively with other staff 

members, and that it is very rare to interact with any outsiders:  

There are places to go but even those places aren’t real places, it’s not like going into San 
Francisco, you wouldn’t run into anyone you know and you don’t have to interact with 
anyone. It definitely is a bubble, but it’s a good bubble.  

The “good bubble” aligns with Goffman’s idea of sleep, work, and play being in the same 

arena. Despite staff being able to penetrate barriers for some periods of time, interactions 

are primarily with the same individuals. Aviva’s mention of the places staff go not being 

“real” expands on the idea that individuals are married to camp while they are there; 

whether they can or cannot physically leave the space, camp carries with them wherever 
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they go. Time off is limited - especially for staff members who work with kids - and even 

if they are off, they are likely thinking about their bunk, their challenging campers, and 

their co-counselor. This makes it an even more tied, insular space, and Aviva articulates 

this idea in her description of the places they go not being real. As Spencer, a family 

camp, summer camp, and three-time staff member explained “you go with Ayekahians to 

enjoy time elsewhere together.”  

It is important to note that Aviva and Spencer do not consider this isolation 

together is a negative thing, Aviva calls it a “good bubble.” Work is done both during and 

in the off-season of camps to help staff feel this way. Retention rates in seasonal jobs are 

directly tied to senses of positive community (McCole et al. 2012), therefore the 

construction of social spheres at camp directly impacts retention and tradition, which 

keeps the camp running for seasons to come.  

 

Frequency of interactions  

 The frequency of interaction varied among participants based on their different 

levels of responsibility at camp. The two participants that mentioned a relatively greater 

level of interaction with the outside world were director level individuals, whose jobs 

largely involved communicating with families of campers and the San Francisco office. 

The most popular reference of frequency of interactions is “not very much,” typically 

ranging from once a week to a few times a week. These interactions, as mentioned above, 

were typically technological, as staff only get enough time to leave property about once a 

week. When leaving property, as Spencer mentioned, it is usually with co-workers, 

therefore the interactions individuals have are rarely in-person.  
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Participants described keeping up with the outside world as somewhat of a chore, 

and is something that communities outside of camp already understand - particularly if 

they are long-time Ayekahians: 

Typically it's just not in my priorities to be keeping up with my outside communities 
while I'm at camp, mostly because I have outside communities that are set up in such a 
way that I can remain part of them and they can all survive without me, like my family is 
not going to disown me if I don't talk to them enough. My friends will get annoyed with 
me (Asher, a long time camper and staff member who has been a counselor and a 
supervisor of the teen programs), 
 
I think really, my close friends know that when I'm at camp I'm going to have limited 
communication and it doesn't mean that I don't love them. It's just that camp has its own 
bubble and it's hard to be in touch (Tamar).  

This is a built-in expectation for returners. The self-isolation, once again, is primarily 

voluntary. Though in the technological world with service, individuals can always access 

the internet, staff could use the internet daily and multi-daily if they wanted to. 

Participants showed, however, that communication with the outside world is not a 

primary intention while at camp; rather, spending time in the same arena as the people 

who are there is a priority. Otherwise, there is a fear of missing out on bonding time with 

the staff there, especially because the culture relies so heavily on community and 

connection. The self-selection of kinds of people who attend camp is affected by this, and 

is important to consider regarding participatory buy-in of staff.  

Some individuals mentioned no contact with people outside of camp at all. Asher 

claims “I like to kind of remove myself from the outside world when I'm at camp and like 

not concern myself with what's going on.” Others, like Sophie, responded with “none” or 

“I don’t” when asked what kind of interactions she had with the outside world. Sophie’s 

kind of removal and lack of interaction aligns more closely with Goffman’s original TI 

model. In fact, Daniel, an out-of-state first time counselor discussed the negative effects 
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of interacting more frequently with his girlfriend outside of camp: “I just called my 

girlfriend a lot - which is why I hope she comes to camp [this upcoming summer] 

because actually I felt like I missed her a lot, but I felt that really took me away from 

camp.” This is likely because staff, especially counselors, only have 2-4 hours off a day, 

which means that if they choose to interact with others out of the camp community, they 

won’t have as many friends or shared experiences with the staff. Even though he was in 

the physical space of camp, he felt as though it “took him away,” which is crucial to 

understanding how the insular, close community of camp functions. This is an interesting 

characteristic to think about,  as the isolation from the outside world is created and 

reinforced by the staff that are at camp. No one says that other staff cannot or should not 

spend their time online, though it is somehow less culturally valued for individuals to 

spend a lot of time on the internet or interacting with others outside of the community. In 

the outside world, it is typical with a separation of work, sleep, and play for individuals to 

be interacting with multiple different social groups and settings, but in the enclosed 

institution of camp there is no such distinction.  

These responses are not only consistent with the TI model of interacting insularly, 

they also represent the TI’s idea of being a retreat from the world. The “camp bubble” 

mentioned by multiple participants, and in Johnson et al. (2011)’s piece on camp further 

illustrates the figurative separation staff have from everyone else. It also aligns with the 

function of a TI as protecting the community from threats. Though the “outside world” 

isn’t necessarily a threat, camp acts as a tight-knit, safe space. The physical isolation 

from other people and places exaggerate how staff see outsiders, explained by David:  

You get the sense when you're at Ayekah that it's a bunch of people who are all alone on 
like the side of a mountain - a patch of dirt and it's kind of - there's almost like a pioneer 
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kind of mentality. I noticed that in particular when we have kind of a bad culture around 
guests and we're not as like accepting of like guest educators, and I think part of that is 
like you see the same people all the time and you kind of feel like you know whose who 
up there and when someone else arrives you're like "who the hell are you?" And they're 
not like part of the community.  
 
Ayekah’s remoteness creates insiders and outsiders, or people who belong versus don’t 

belong, which we note in the broad definition of a TI as “like-situated individuals, cut off 

from the wider society for an appreciable period of time, together lead an enclosed, 

formally administered round of life” (Goffman 1961:11). The data is significant to 

maintaining interpersonal boundaries within the TI of camp. David makes it seem almost 

like a protective environment of “who the hell are you,” keeping outsiders out. 

Particularly because camp is enclosed and staff rarely interact with those outside of camp, 

seeing “strangers,” even if they are invited to camp or are staff that show up late, are still 

outsiders. Because they have not had the shared experience with the rest of staff, even of 

just one or two weeks together, getting an “in” will take more time.  

 

Decision-Making and Autonomy 

 A key element of Goffman’s concept of a Total Institution is the stripped 

autonomy of what inmates, or residents of the institution had prior to their immersion. In 

summer camp staffing, individuals, particularly in non-supervisory positions (like 

counselor, prep-cook, maintenance staff) had less autonomy or decision-making options. 

This is an important consideration when looking at structural dynamics of summer camps 

and actual autonomy and decision-making versus perceived autonomy and decision-

making.  
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Table 5: Decision Making and Autonomy 
 

Type of Decision 
Making 

Number of 
Participants 

Amount of Decision 
Making 

Number of 
Participants 

Individual (you) 5 Small Amount 5 

Someone Else 5 Medium Amount 4 

  Large Amount 6 
 

Amount of decision making and autonomy 

Though the data suggests that staff members have a larger amount of autonomy 

than not, there were interesting descriptions of shifts in autonomy with the change of 

jobs. Staff members who had exclusively had non-leadership positions often claimed they 

had full autonomy, however staff members who had moved into higher levels of 

responsibility discussed their non-supervisory jobs as having a huge lack of authority. 

Spencer exemplifies this:   

When you're a counselor, every single minute of your day is blocked out except for your 
free time. Like you're two hours off or your four hours if you get 10 to 12 that day. But 
then when you're a counselor in training staff, You have a lot more freedom to focus on 
what you think needs to be focused on. You get to choose which kids to observe, go 
where you need to go. And then all of the transition times are like super easy because you 
don't have to tell anyone to do anything, because like the kids get themselves up, you 
don't have to put them to bed. You don't have to wake them up, you know like they 
remember all their stuff. So it's like a different kind of energy. 

 This difference in sense of autonomy is one to note. How do supervisors and staff 

members with more responsibility potentially influence the staff members they supervise 

into thinking they have choice, when in reality their days are highly structured? 

Autonomy and choice is advertised to summer camping staff and campers differently, but 

could potentially be accomplished in the same way. Camp is highly structured, and 

individuals do buy-in to the institution, or “drink the Ayekah Kool-Aid” as Asher 
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mentioned. With this in mind, their sense of autonomy might feel heightened, despite the 

actual amount of choice they have over each day. Because they want to be at camp - and 

likely enjoy their job - the amount of actual choice over their daily routine doesn’t 

actually matter that much to them. The buy-in of the “Ayekah Kool-Aid” makes staffs 

jobs more meaningful, and most participants explained that if the autonomy choice was 

out of their hands, that they understood it was for the betterment of camp, and was 

putting the campers first. This is another difference between summer camp and the 

traditional TI; though some participants definitely minded that they had less choice at 

camp than they did outside, most were perfectly content with the amount of structure 

offered. Many even mentioned that it was challenging to come back from camp and have 

more choice; they felt lost.  

Almost all staff mentioned that their supervisors created their time off and days 

off and that although they had choice in requesting time, in reality it was out of their 

hands. Days are structured to the hour; time off is available but limited, assigned, and 

monitored. Activities staff are allowed to participate in is restricted to certain times and 

locations, and there are areas designated for supervisory-only staff. These members were 

the ones who discussed the most sense of choice and autonomy, though they did mention 

that the amount of responsibility they had sometimes limited their daily freedom; 

regardless they could choose when to do what.   

 Summer camps are uniquely situated in socialized wilderness settings, generally 

isolated from interactions with those who do not work or reside on property. Barriers 

containing camps like gates with codes, physical markers, and geographical barriers like 

rivers and lakes enclose the summer camping space to make an even more insular 
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community. Figurative or psychological barriers separate staff and campers from the 

“outside world,” creating a tight-knit community that eats, sleeps, and plays together. 

Social norm differences at camp create tradition and ritual that only those inside the camp 

understand, further making the camping experience one cut away from societies. Lastly, 

camps function in unique ways as the sleep, work, and play create close relationships 

among different levels of supervisory staff that allows for a stronger institutional and 

administrative buy-in. Though summer camps look, feel, and even function for different 

purposes, they both have grounding characteristics that fit into Goffman’s TI. 

 

THE TRANSITORY, NON-COMPULSORY, PERENNIAL INSTITUTION 

 The TI has been analyzed, adapted, and molded by sociology scholars’ countless 

times; as discussed earlier, there are several contemporary adaptations like the “soft” total 

institution, the permeable institution, the reinventive institution and the “not so total” 

total institution. Summer camps fit many of the traditional TI characteristics; it is a group 

of people who are cut off from typical society, leading their own formally administered 

round of life. That being said, there are aspects of life at summer camps that diverge from 

the formal TI model, but differ from other contemporary adaptations. Summer camp 

occurs over a shorter period of time than Goffman’s model of a TI, ranging between 2-3 

months. Summer camp is more permeable than Goffman’s original TI, perhaps falling 

better into Farringtons “Not so Total” Institutions or Quirk’s definition of a “permeable 

institution.” Staff members are allowed to leave (though only during permitted times) and 

aren’t forced in their stay in the spaces both Farrington and Quirk are investigating, like 

prisons or asylums. Odrowaz-Coates (2015)’s “soft” total institution emphasizes the 



 55 

walls being more barriers of the mind than physical barriers, but still frames the TI being 

in a negative light, which is often not the case of summer camps.  

Summer camps could be categorized as a reinventive institution (RI); as Smith 

notes “though closer to the traditional TI in terms of their residential segregation and 

physical boundedness, these are nonetheless RIs in that members elect to reside there, 

regard it as a positive opportunity for change, and are welcomed by staff as equal 

participants in a collective enterprise” (Smith 2011:73). The RI fits the positive 

framework of change that summer camps fit in and identity transformation is also 

“achieved not only through formal institution in an institutional rhetoric, but also through 

the mechanisms of performative regulation in the interaction context of an inmate 

culture” (Smith 2011:3). That said, summer camp doesn’t fully fit the RI category 

because of its more constricted time frame and residential differences.  

For these reasons, I propose a new adaptation of the TI: The Transitory, Non-

Compulsory Perennial Institution (TNP). The TNP model conceptualizes summer camps 

as “soft” and “reinventive” “somewhat-less-than-total” institutions.  

First and foremost, the TNP exists with boundaries; some adaptations of 

Goffman’s TI do not have physical boundaries at all; they mostly promote psychological 

barriers. Though the barriers of the mind are more salient in TNP’s, there are some kinds 

of markings that isolate the space from the outside world. This is crucial in differentiating 

what the TNP represents for residents within it, and signifies an “entering” and “leaving” 

of the TNP. This does not mean that the messages, ritual, or identity that builds within a 

TNP doesn’t escape the boundaries, but it does establish a physical location to attach 

meaning to.  
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The transitory, or non-permanent aspects of summer camp relate to both duration 

and to voluntary access. Unlike a TI, the individuals who populate TNP’s are there for a 

known period of time, that is shorter in duration that a formal TI.  The temporality 

contributes to how and why staff conduct themselves in such insular manners, where 

interacting with the outside world is less frequent and less valued than interacting with 

the staff inside the camp. Their time is limited, and therefore emotions and connections 

are expedited. Summer camp does not exist during the full year, and however much staff 

attempt to bring camp home with them, all participants mentioned a unique way of 

existing while in the space.  

The non-compulsory aspects of the TNP refer to its largely voluntary nature. 

Individuals are not forced to be at summer camp, unlike Goffman’s original TI model. 

This is a place that people buy-in to, both figuratively and literally - it is an $18 billion a 

year industry. The voluntary aspect renders the barriers of TNP’s much more figurative 

and conceptual; there may be boundaries that exist like gates or fences, but it is more a 

psychological barrier or barrier of the mind. The non-compulsory aspects of camp are 

also unique in thinking about buy-in, which we have explored above and will continue to 

discuss in the identity formation section of the thesis. Why do staff, summer after 

summer, return to a place where they technically work 20 hour days, rarely shower, and 

lack autonomy? It is because of the structure, the tradition, and the camaraderie that exist 

in TNP’s. The voluntary buy-in is astonishing and impactful; the data suggests profound 

connection with and devotion to Ayekah, and scholarship on summer camp reflects this 

as well. There is something about institutions like summer camps that cause a strong 

connection for some individuals, to the extent that it becomes one of the most valuable 
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and important parts of their lives. It is why summer camping is considered a pillar in 

American summers, and the reason it is an industry that is continuously expanding on 

type, theme, and place. 

It is important to note that in the Non-Compulsory aspect of a TNP, there are 

levels of access that are not universal; summer camping is predominantly a white, 

affluent institution; though there are more and more summer camps geared towards 

minorities, including scholarship programs, not everyone can access or voluntarily buy in 

to the camps. This makes TNP’s unique, and similar to RI’s in that there needs to be a 

choice made with resources to be able to “better oneself.”   

 Lastly, perennial plants are known to return year after year, and unlike annual 

plants, do not need to be replanted. They signify seasons, they are predicted and often 

filled with memories, and perennials bloom for a shorter period of time than annual 

plants. Perennial also can mean enduring and persistent. Perennial is tied to flowers; to 

nature. Summer camp is also tied to nature, which makes “perennial” a fitting name 

conceptually. Deeper into structure, summer camp comes back year after year. It is 

predictable, it signifies meaning, and it is short lived. Tradition and ritual are 

characteristics and markings that not only differentiate summer camps from one another, 

but highly influence camping and staffing retention (McCole 2012).  In a perennial 

institution, tradition and ritual are predictable; it ties individuals to the place and teaches 

newcomers cultural customs and norms that fit the specific institution. Perennials are 

persistent, and the structure will continue to exist regardless of the staff and campers; 

despite it being nature-filled and rebelling against social norms (as we will explore in the 
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section below), it is still a Bureaucracy - no spot can’t be refilled. Campers, counselors, 

and directors continue to exist beyond lifetimes.  

Summer camp exists as a marker, particularly for campers, as they mature and 

gain leadership skills. Staff members might advance to positions involving greater 

leadership and responsibility as well; even in years they don’t attend, the camp will still 

stand.  The fences and gates of the institution of camp will still exist, though in a TNP, 

the barriers are more psychological - spending the intense summer months together in a 

cooperative, isolated community that individuals rarely leave (even if they could) is a 

barrier of the mind. The impact from camp will extend beyond the short time period it 

exists, but the residency is shorter than Goffman’s original TI. When it comes around 

each year, individuals will remember exactly how it is, as traditions and ritual will 

continue year after year.  

The TNP takes Goffman’s original TI to a softer and more ambiguous place that 

has a much more positive connotation than the TI. Because of its transitory and non-

compulsory characteristics, individuals who attend feel much less trapped or forced. It is 

a place for personal growth and community. This is not to say that every summer camp is 

a 100% positive experience -- there are people who have negative experiences at summer 

camp. Those folks, however, are usually campers, and this thesis is focusing on staff 

experience. The general intention behind camping is a place for fun, creativity, and 

positive growth, whereas the TI is much more restrictive. The TNP is unique to other 

adaptations of the TI as TNP’s offer residential features and shorter timeframes than 

other adaptations.  
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IDENTIFICATION FORMATION AND IDENTITY MANAGEMENT AT SUMMER 

CAMP 

As explored in the theories section, a symbolic interactionist framework can be 

used to understand how an individual self-identifies. Participants I interviewed had strong 

opinions about their identity in relation to camp, both at camp and outside of camp, 

which I will use to analyze my second research question: how do characteristics of 

summer camp impact individuals’ identification and identity?  I choose to use both 

“identity” and “identification,” as each contain subtitles that are significant to consider. 

Vernacularly, “identity” is a key term in contemporary society. Identity is attainable and 

often is used to conceptualize affinities and affiliations - simply using “identity” would 

not be wrong for this thesis. Rather, including identification adds a layer that complicates 

the staticness of “identity.” Tavory’s Summond argues that “identity” alone often 

disregards symbolic interactionists approaches that the self is constantly evolving and 

changing. Identification, on the other hand, welcomes change: 

One may be called upon to identify oneself  to characterize oneself, to locate oneself vis-
a-vis known others, to situate oneself in a narrative, to place oneself in a category in any 
number of different contexts. In modern settings, which multiply interactions with others 
not personally known, such occasions for identification are particularly abundant. How 
one identifies oneself and how one is identified by others may vary greatly from context 
to context; self- and other identification are fundamentally situational and contextual 
(Brubaker and Cooper 2000:14). 

Adding the nuance of identification will richen my investigation of summer camping 

characteristics and enhance symbolic interactionist approaches surrounding context, 

interaction, and change impacting the ever-changing actor.  
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Identity and Identification 

 Through a symbolic interactionist approach, ongoing, meaningful interactions 

with others and communities are how we become individuals who play important roles in 

these communities, who continue to shift and form them. We see summer camp as an 

insular community; because of this communal space, in which there are shared norms and 

values, interpersonal interactions on a social and professional level help create and 

mediate one’s identification. Sociologists suggest that camping programs strongly 

influence individuals’ attitudes and habits (Lorge and Zola 2006; Johnson et al. 2011; 

Waskul 1995).  The interview question relating to how Ayekah has impacted individuals’ 

identities elicited the most visceral, emotional responses of any of my interview 

questions. The formation of self, of identity, and of how individuals see themselves in the 

world is created through interactions with the self and with others in the space of camp. 

This transfers to the outside world, as individuals take their roles and values, and perform 

not only within the camp space and with camp people itself, but also outside of camp and 

with new individuals.  

Seven themes that arose during my interviews unpacked below.  

Table 6: Camp Impacting Identity  
Ways Camp Impacted 

Identity 
Number of Participants 

“Ayekah” is Identity 9 

Friends/Community 6 

Connection to Nature 6 

Religiousness / Spirituality 5 

Self Image 7 

Responsibility 5 
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Acceptance 7 
 

“Ayekah” as identity  

 It is significant to note that in over half of the interview responses, individuals 

mentioned their entire identity being “Ayekahian.” The micro-level interactions and the 

organization itself acting “on a common quest” (Blumer 1962:148) helps shape how 

people conceptualize their role in the world and at camp. It’s not just at camp where 

individuals feel their identity is Ayekahian; over half a year after these individuals have 

come back from the isolated space, they still feel deeply connected to Ayekah. This is a 

powerful message and achieves a camping goal: for staff to feel such a tight affinity to 

Ayekah and its values that “Ayekahian” becomes a primary self-identity:  

I almost don't know how to answer it because I actually I have no idea what my life 
would be like without Ayekah. You know, I said at the beginning of the interview, I'm 33 
years old and it's 2018 and I've been involved with Ayekah since 1994. You know since I 
was 10 years old. So I feel like, you know such a big part of who I am has been 
influenced by Camp Ayekah, to the point where it's almost blinding, like I'm going to be 
worse at answering this question than any other question because I don't even know what 
the alternative would be because I've taken like a long deep soak in Ayekah… and you 
know, just personally like I'm getting married in September and I met her at Ayekah, and 
you know we're going to be together for the rest of our lives and have a family together. 
That wouldn't have happened without Ayekah either (David). 
 
Well I have a literal tattoo of the river that Ayekah is on my rib cage. I think a lot of 
people that I would consider like “real Ayekah” people adopt Ayekah so intensely into 
their identity that it becomes a huge cornerstone/building block of their identity. Where 
like at this point I can't really imagine myself without Ayekah, and I didn't have to do this 
(referencing tattoo), but I did. Like I love Ayekah and I kind of chose to have it become a 
major part of who I am (Hannah).  
 
These responses were not only confidently answered, they were the most emotional to 

any question I asked. It was clear in my discussions with participants, some who have 

been attending camp for over 20 years and some who have only been once, that Ayekah 

impacted identification to points where people placed physical marks on their bodies (i.e. 
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tattoos) that remind them of Ayekah. Tradition and culture of camp create the vision of 

an “Ayekahian,” which is what makes it part of their identity. This could be through both 

participating in camp as a camper and having memories of confidence building, 

community making, and role models that influenced how a person wanted to be - like 

David and Hannah (though some participants who weren’t campers, like Sophie, claimed 

that Ayekah had changed who they were and they also felt their identity was Ayekahian). 

 The community that creates Ayekah is family-like; this could partly be pre-

established because of the shared religion - people of the same cloth - but also has to do 

with the community and relationships individuals form. David mentions meeting his 

fiancé through Ayekah. This is not uncommon - of the five directors, three met their 

spouses at camp. There are multiple marriages, families, and campers (as well as staff!) 

who are the product of Ayekah. Beyond just romantic partnerships, close community and 

friendship exist beyond camp. David also mentioned that the majority of his community 

and the people he sees he met through camp. Because individual personalities and 

identities shift based on the interactions with people and culture they are around, 

Ayekahian solidifies as an identity, as that is a common marker in these groups.  

 Hannah places an important landmark on her body - her tattoo reflects the 

location of Ayekah. The connection to the land itself is another valuable part of Ayekah, 

particularly because of its large culture of nudity. Nudity and skinny dipping will be 

unpacked further in the “Social Norms and Acceptance” section, however it is significant 

to note that a large portion of staff’s free time is spent skinny dipping at the river; this is 

an Ayekahian identity marker both within staff and is a notorious Ayekah stereotype 

within Jewish camping across the country. The isolation and tight barriers of the property 
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make the grounds itself a sacred place; the use of Eruv subconsciously and consciously 

sets the space up already as being that way. The space that participants feel so connected 

to, feel as though it is part of who they are, sometimes extends to the National Forest and 

National Park that is within a 45 minute radius of camp property. This is a reason staff 

like David return year after year - though the people they meet and cultural values may 

exist down the mountain, there is a uniqueness and value to the actual place.  

Though nine participants said their identity was “Ayekahian,” there was distinct 

response with each participant. None of them knew truly how to put into words what it 

meant to be Ayekahian, and several got frustrated trying to articulate how much it meant 

to them. This carries over not only in my interviews, but when with individuals who have 

not experienced Ayekah. Respondents often settled on explaining what their world would 

(or wouldn’t) be without Ayekah as part of it. David was among multiple participants 

who said they could not picture what kind of person they would be if they had not grown 

up or worked at Ayekah - often implying or even stating - that they would be less moral 

or “probably an asshole” as Alyla noted. This theme was echoed by Sarah, who describes 

her and others connection to Ayekah being fueled by the organization’s own 

characteristics that make it a unique group:  

I think the identity that you're connected to is Ayekahian. Because it's so unique. And 
then within that is all the things I just said, I think a lot of Ayekahians feel connected to 
landscape. So it's almost like its own denomination. And in a way it's like it’s own 
sorority or it's own group. 

Like a sorority or denomination, Ayekah has a set of values and history, tradition, and 

ritual that it creates year after year - hence reflecting the perennial aspect of the TNP. 

Interactions among  the group are expected, though each summer bring a unique feel. 
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Group identity and shared experience is important to individuals because it helps shape 

the roles that ground individuals’ self-perceived identities: 

I can't meet someone totally new and know them for more than 24 hours without bringing 
up Ayekah, because I think it's not only a really important thing in my life and something 
I really love and cherish, but it's so much about - it has so much formed who I am 
(Natalie). 
 
If I look at my life like a pie chart or something like that, Ayekah by far the biggest single 
piece. I would say bigger than my family, bigger than any kind of school or anything 
that's in there. So I can't underscore the significance of it. The majority of my friends that 
I see on a regular basis here in the Bay Area are people I met at Ayekah over the years... 
it's incredible. It's the greatest gift in my life (David).  
 
The literature reflects this concept -- Johnson et al. (2011)’s “Camp Bubble” piece 

demonstrates this very phenomenon. There is something in the structure of camping and 

TNP’s that create such a tight affiliation. Intentionality in the organization produces such 

tight connections. Ayekah, for example, is a camp that has been around for nearly a 

century and an agency that is well known in the Bay Area and in Jewish camping 

communities nationally.  It has branded itself with its mission and has imbued these 

values into the culture and daily interactions of individuals. They might not even be 

aware that they are performing specific values in a certain way to staff, though they 

certainly are to campers. Sophie, for example, recalls when she realized that the directors 

set up meetings with returning staff members to empower them to teach Ayekah values 

and kindness on new staff members:  

I remember having a meeting with the camp directors in their house and she [the camp 
director] was talking to us about how we are now role models for first year staff, and 
there is a moment where I was sitting at her house and I just like whoa. I had no idea that 
they actually told all of us, like you need to go reach out to the first year staff. You need 
to be a support to them, if you see someone who looks like they're sitting alone, it's your 
responsibility to go say hi to them, if like we're clearing dishes like that's your 
responsibility to clear those dishes, and really like I think I think she said “the community 
starts with you guys, like this is your time.” My mind was like blown... I was like the 
second year staff got this talk too last year, it was weird because on one hand it's kind of 
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sad because I thought that everybody was just being nice and welcoming to me just 
because. But still it didn’t make it less genuine. It just like provided a space for everyone 
to be... to feel comfortable, to put themselves out there if that makes sense.  

Camp’s intentionality is a tool, a prop as Goffman might say, that is used to create a 

warm and welcoming community, one that helps individuals understand through 

interactions how they are supposed to act and who they are supposed to be. This is 

primed to returning staff, and primed even more to the supervisor and director teams. It is 

a community in which the culture allows individuals to feel empowered and to feel as 

though they are creating the culture, which in some ways does change each summer with 

the social scene. The directors, supervisors, and returning staff, however, ensure that 

through training and interactions specifically at the beginning of the summer, maintaining 

the goals of the organization and transcends them from generation to generation. This is 

not necessarily negative or manipulative, however it is a tool that is used very 

successfully, as seen by how many individuals feel their identity is completely tied to the 

place: “I feel like are values that I... I don't know if they came from... I mean I kind of 

I've always just assumed they came from Ayekah and then permeated the rest of my life” 

(Alyla, a longtime Ayekahian and programmer).  

 Ayekah is not the only space in which participants feel it becomes how they 

identify. This theme is carried in literature (Johnson et al. 2011, Lorge and Zola 2006, 

Waskul 1998); it is significant to think about the impacts that summer camping has on the 

way young people, in particular, identify. The values, norms, and traditions will likely 

influence those who attend for much longer than the time spent inside camp. This is 

important to consider when thinking about the messages staff members bring, learn, and 

teach in their time working in a summer camp setting.  
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The camp mission - positive self identity, sense of community, connection to nature, and 

strong Jewish or spiritual identity 

 Summer camps often create mission statements to guide the intentionality and 

purpose of their camp. Ayekah has a four part mission: positive self identity, sense of 

community, connection to nature, and strong Jewish or spiritual identity. Interestingly, 

two of the four pieces have the word “identity” in them. The mission seemed to resonate 

with staff, as almost every participant in my interviews referred to  at least one part of the 

mission. This contributes to the Ayekahian (and other summer camps) identity, in acute 

and specific ways. Positive self-image and confidence is significant in participant 

experiences at camp. This was one of the areas that participants claimed to struggle with 

the most when leaving camp; they did not find it as easy in the outside world:  

I feel like I'm my best self physically, spiritually, and emotionally at Ayekah. It just 
makes me feel alive in ways that the real world doesn't” (Amy), 
 
Definitely self-confidence came a lot from being a kid at Ayekah and just feeling like I 
was cool. Like people liked me and appreciated me (David), 
 
I think because of that the way I am at camp is just more myself because I don’t have to 
think about what I’m doing and how it will come back to me. I honestly feel like, you 
know how your social media presence isn’t really who you are? You cultivate it to be 
who you want it to be, to be pretty, you want it to be who you want everyone else to be, 
and that’s – at Ayekah people’s outward presence is fully who they are and there isn’t 
this thought of what social media would affect them. There isn’t this idea of “how should 
I present myself?” it’s just not like that (Aviva). 

The positive identity and sense of self came across as easy. It translated as 

participants feeling their best selves, and feeling like they needed to perform less (or that 

they just naturally performed less). Aviva’s comment, for example, about not needing to 

cultivate a persona like she and others do on social media, shows her sense of self. This 

isn’t necessarily true; the script participants are following is just different than what they 

might be used to encountering in a classroom, workplace, or typical “outside world” 
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setting. Identity might still be cultivated, just in a different way than Aviva was referring 

to. This is positive - participants felt respected, valued, important, and special. The set of 

actions at play in a camp setting help solidify individuals’ identities and further 

perpetuate positive community, values, and camaraderie. This might be a reason why 

individuals feel so closely tied to camp - the interactions that they have on a micro-level 

at camp might feel more personal, more close, or feel more authentic, therefore telling the 

actor that this is fully who they are.  

The individuals that make up the space of camp seems to be one of the more 

important aspects of Camp Ayekah. The community is one of the strongest holds - both 

in who the individual is (i.e. “I am a reflection of my friends, and my closest friends are 

from Ayekah”) and who they interact with, whether that is their best friend, their spouse, 

or their coworkers. Exemplified by Natalie, a longtime Ayekahian who is dating Asher:   

My best friends are all from camp. The people I talk to on a regular basis are all from 
camp. So the rest of the people [at college] that live with me and Asher make fun of us, 
like nonstop, about how our whole worlds are about Ayekah. And I think we 
communicate in a way that's so based off of camp.  

Natalie explains how even her interactions and the way she communicates has changed 

because of camp, in this instance doing relationship “check-ins” each week to assess how 

she and her partner are feeling about each other. This kind of relationship can also be 

looked at as a performance - they are following a script that was appropriated from camp 

as a way to healthily communicate.  

 Other participants felt like the community at camp was a saving grace for them, 

both while on staff and in some cases, like Aviva, her whole life:  

I think I’m alive because of Ayekah. In all honesty, all the shit that happened to me in 
high school... If I didn’t have my friends from camp, or knowing I could go to camp 
again, like what was the point. I know it sounds kind of extreme but I do accredit so 
much of me living to going to camp; it was what I could look forward to, the people I 
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could rely on, it was the people that got me to rehab when I did… I got to camp and all 
the anxieties that I was having – I literally couldn’t eat at home – but at camp I was fine 
because I didn’t have to deal with it anymore, and everyone was like ‘you can have the 
problem but we can also help you’ and like I formed some of the closest relationships 
with people because of that, but also in spite of that. 

Aviva found that the interactions that she was having with camp staff changed her 

outlook on her mental health and disordered eating. She articulates that staff members 

and peers were open to hearing about her issues and reached out to help - something that 

seemed different than at home. She also mentions the looking forward to coming to 

camp. In the perennial component of the TNP, it is something that comes back year after 

year and is reliable. The structure to the year is a marker of maturity, progress, and 

growth. Aviva continues:  

I think if I hadn’t gone to camp, I wouldn’t have been able to get over an eating disorder 
because it was the only place I could eat without feeling like other people were judging 
me or judging myself. If I hadn’t formed any friends that I had today I don’t know what 
or how I would have gone through high school or gotten into college. Some of the best 
and worst people I know I know through Ayekah and some of the best people I know I 
know through Ayekah and the best people are still in my life, and I talk to them everyday. 
They’re the people that would fly across the country for me, they’re the people who 
would wake up at 3 am for me if I needed them, and it was so much comfort because I 
knew I had a community I could rely on. 

Aviva has very strong feelings towards how camp has affected her identification as an 

individual in the world, and how hugely that came from the community and people at 

Ayekah. Not only did she attribute overcoming addiction and eating disorders to her 

experience of camp, she connected it to the people that she met there. Aviva articulates 

two pieces of the mission as being life-altering: positive self identity and sense of 

community. In Aviva’s eyes, her positive sense of identity, her alive-ness, and her ability 

to work through addiction and eating issues derives from the Ayekah community she 

relied on. This is likely true - the community that is cultivated for Aviva comes from a 

cabin of girls she has gone to camp summer after summer with; the past summer was 
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their first year on staff. The interactions Aviva has with her mentors, her friends, and the 

camp community allows her to feel she is performing at her best and optimal self.  

 A pillar of the Ayekah mission, connection to nature, was reported as a significant 

identity marker for individuals, and is a standout due to the location of Camp Ayekah in 

the Sierra-Nevada Mountains, nestled between a National Park and a National Forest. 

Hannah describes her connection to nature, and particularly rivers a value gained from 

camp. This is true for many staff at Ayekah, as a fork of a river runs through the property 

that staff spend significant amounts of time at:  

A lot of times that we're like in the most beautiful place in the camp are when we do like 
reflections. When you go backpacking you do solo time. Or mikvah's at the river. Like 
when I had a really hard day I always went down to the river and just dunked and that 
would make things better. And that became like part of my identity. The thing that most 
easily makes me feel better is going into a river.  

 Hannah describes her love for nature mixed with Jewish influence. A mikvah is a 

Jewish ritual involving dunking in bodies of water to wash away negativity and bring in 

positivity. It is a cultural staple at Ayekah, performed daily by many staff when they first 

get to the river. Nature is everywhere at camp; campers go on backpacking trips each 

session, staff members often hike on their days off, and they are surrounded by 

wildflowers, pine trees, and mountains constantly. The lack of technology/light pollution 

allows the Milky Way to be seen each night, and programming like the Teva (nature in 

Hebrew) department works nature into campers and staff activities daily. This ranges 

from gardening, a farm, doing service work “Tikkun Olam” (to restore the world) like 

tree maintenance, and programming like camouflage and nature skills. It is embroidered 

into day-to-day interactions and activities, helping form what individuals see as cultural 

value and social norms. Loving nature and being excited about it is what is expected; 

based on these interactions and values placed on staff by the camp’s mission helps form 
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this identification as nature lovers quickly. Though Ayekah is a Jewish camp and 

connects spirituality to nature, connection to nature is a value in most residential summer 

camps - regardless of secular or non-secular status. Ayekah does connect nature to 

Spirituality both on the camper and the staff level. Living outside, in a nature-oriented 

setting promotes attachment to the land (and the outdoors), and when that is linked to 

Jewish identity, participants have a more physical grasp on a spiritual conception. 

Participants in turn have a stronger connection to Jewishness. Spencer, for 

example, relates the Jewish component of camp to their identity:  

I mean I don't think I’d consider myself like very Jewish if I didn't go to camp. Because 
like, even though one of my moms is Jewish and is practicing and like goes to synagogue 
and whatever, like I wouldn't care about it at all if it wasn't like a familiar tradition. Like 
I'm definitely more connected to Judaism in terms of like, oh these are traditions and I 
like them because they're familiar and they recall this like community that I love. Rather 
than like I believe in God and that's why I'm doing this.  

Their Jewish identity was formed in a space that represents a unique way of experiencing 

Judaism. Some participants mention Ayekah’s approach to Judaism as a “Smorgasbord of 

Judaism,” where you can go down the buffet and choose what feels Jewish or spiritual to 

you. God is not a large part of the Judaism at camp; rather, Ayekah’s culture emphasizes 

individual journeys to finding a spiritual path. This recalls to Spencer’s comment; they 

discuss their experience with Judaism as being outside of the familial obligation and 

more of their own choice. Their spiritual identity is grounded in interactions they’ve had 

with the Jewish community at camp from a young age, as they have been attending the 

LGBT family camp with their moms since age 2. They have grown with a specific kind 

(or even a denomination as Sarah suggested) of Judaism and a more traditional 

synagogue, but feel like the interactions in this place feel more right to them, therefore 

impacting their Jewish identity.  
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Camping Jewishly circles back to what David said earlier in the TI section 

regarding Jewish identity - camp is a time where “Jewish camp is a huge identity builder 

because for three weeks or eight weeks or wherever you go, you don’t have to think 

about being Jewish you just are. It's more of a lived experience and the experiential 

Judaism.” The community of Ayekah and the Jewishness component is a common 

experience that each individual that enters camp has with one another. This is not to say 

that every person who goes to Ayekah is Jewish, however the cultural pieces of Judaism 

are absolutely woven into all parts of camp and its mission. Summer camping provides a 

unique opportunity for children to explore not only their Jewishness, but also their 

friendships in a new social habitus, their self-perception and image, and the way they 

interact with the outdoors. Ayekah created a mission to follow for these reasons - it 

informs the training, the doing, and the debriefing of each summer experience, and is one 

of the reasons identity management is so strongly attached to Ayekah.  

I argue that the TNP and identification is not only applicable for Jewish and/or 

minority camps. Though Christian and Jewish camps are highly popular in the US, there 

are secular camps that have mission statements and heavily impact individuals’ 

identification. Ayekah is a unique case study in it’s spiritual foundation; it is also not a 

strictly religious camp, therefore I find is instrumental to apply to other kinds of camping 

including secular ones. Identity and identification can be sought in tradition and ritual 

that is grounded in deep values and philosophy that are not necessarily tied to a religion 

or belief system that already exists. Positive identity, community, and connection to 

nature are all themes that imbue into the spirituality and Jewishness of Ayekah’s mission 

statement -- these are certainly applicable to many types of camps, Jewish or not.  
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Responsibility 

 An identity theme that arose during interviews related to the level of 

responsibility individuals had at such a young age; supervisors could be as young as 20, 

having a job description typically 5-10 years their senior; 18 year olds will be responsible 

for 12 children during the summer, often right after they have graduated from high 

school. Differences in responsibility from what staff members experience outside of 

camp change the way staff members see themselves and the way others see them. This 

relates to Cooley’s (1902) idea that “The young performer soon learns to be different 

things to different people, showing that he begins to apprehend personality and to foresee 

its operation (218). Because of the different roles at camp, both in the position of 

hierarchy among staff, and just in the general responsibilities of the role, participants 

mentioned ways they role-switched and how they felt they were perceived:  

I think in some ways it's less how I am different with people and more how people view 
me because of my position, if that makes sense. Like kids and campers are going to view 
me as a support, as an adult in some way because I'm a supervisor as an enforcer. And 
that's definitely going to shape our relationship. You know, obviously I'm not going to 
talk to kids about my private life. But in no means am I professional in the conventional 
way of professional with kids, like I will eat spaghetti off a plate without using utensils 
and feel great about it. But you know professional to an extent, like you know whatever. I 
know boundaries. I think I think I can have personal relationships with people who I 
supervise and I do have personal relationships with people who I supervise, and at the 
end of the day, like I'm writing an evaluation of those people about their job performance. 
And I think that has... that influences the way that we communicate (Sophie). 

 Sophie relates a direct connection from her experience in a supervisory role to 

symbolic interactionist approaches. She is not necessarily perceived as a “conventional” 

professional, however she maintains what she calls “boundaries” to keep distance 

between she and campers (and she and staff she supervises), following the social script of 

somewhat professional behavior. Her interactions with campers or staff she supervises 
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are, though sometimes subconsciously, informed by her own idea of how she believes 

other are perceiving her. Sophie is still silly with campers and staff and absolutely has 

relationships and friendships with staff she supervises, however her evolution through her 

four years on staff at camp has changed the way she is seen. She is older, more 

knowledgeable, and this past summer had more responsibility than most staff at camp. 

Sophie and other directors and supervisors also had similar ideas; they felt as though they 

needed to be a specific way to seem confident and to have campers and staff see the 

structure of Ayekah as solid and dependable.  

 Hannah considers how she thinks others perceive her as a sign of happiness and 

value in her life: “I kind of need to take care of people, like I don't like relying on people. 

I like having people rely on me more. It helped me realize that that more directly. Like 

I'm a hotline counselor at my school now.” Her perception of others relying on her allows 

her to assume a maternal and caretaker attitude that brings her individual joy. This has 

changed what she does even at school, like being a hotline counselor. Hannah is an 

example of how identity building at camp translates into the outside or “real” world.  

 Summer camp is unique in the sense that it conveys responsibility and perceived 

power and status to people at younger ages than traditional social systems typically 

afford. The shift in the way individuals think others perceive them in turn changes the 

way they act and see themselves, further impacting the meaning of their micro-level 

interactions and shifting the typical patterns of identification seen outside of camp.  
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Acceptance  

 Lastly, individuals mentioned exploration and acceptance of self and others as an 

impactful identity builder at Camp Ayekah. Identity formation around sexuality, 

accepting differences, and rebelling against social norms were all themes mentioned in 

my interviews. Daniel, for example, comes from a relatively conservative area of the 

United States, and joining the Bay Area dominated-staff found himself exposed to and 

learning about things he had never encountered before, such gender fluidity. Ayekah was 

also a much less competitive environment than he was used to, and he discussed the ways 

his interactions helped shift and change the views that he took back with him, particularly 

when entering college: 

I learned how to bond and have productive conversations. And just hang out with people 
that are not the same as me, don't have exactly the same beliefs, and like or are just like 
different. And that's been awesome. I've carried that through a lot when I came home.  

 The interactions that Daniel had while at camp helped shift and form, what 

Goffman would posit, his always-changing identity. Like Goffman’s dramaturgical 

perspective, he switches his script to now have open dialogue about topics and with 

people that he might not have before. Aviva also mentions this acceptance of differences 

and breaking of traditional norms: “People did whatever they wanted, wherever they 

wanted. They could dress up or not regardless of what others were doing. People don’t 

act in a way that’s negative or judgmental, it’s just okay. Everything is just really an okay 

thing to do.” There is a sense of freedom in summer camping; the lack of judgment drives 

individuals to partake in activities they might not have done before. It seemed in a 

majority of my interviews that staff wanted to pay that forward as well, which supports 

Johnson et al. (2011)’s claim that summer camping is based on a foundation of 

acceptance. 
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 Others see camp as a place where they can explore their own identity in more 

personal ways, like acceptance or trial of relationships and sexuality. Isaac describes this:  

I would like think of camp as this place where I can like try a new thing that I've been 
meaning to try or do a new thing I need to do. My biggest example of this is the first time 
I ever hooked up with a guy and kind of started coming to terms with my sexuality was at 
camp.  

The expectations Isaac had of Ayekah and the interactions he had in the community of 

camp allowed him to feel safe and comfortable to explore his sexuality. Camp was a 

defining place for him - it impacted his day-to-day interactions with the world and with 

himself in his journey to acceptance of sexual identity. Camp Ayekah is known for 

gender and sexuality acceptance - they have had an LGBT family camp running for more 

than 20 years, they have transgender campers and staff that bunk with the gender they 

identify with, and they have gendered campfires and also a “beyond the binary” campfire 

for campers and staff who do not identify with one gender.  

This kind of community is a place that allows for the exploration Isaac describes, 

which helped him come to his true self while there. Ayekah’s openness toward gender 

and sexuality exploration is unique to many parts of the country, world, and even some 

summer camps. That being said, Johnson et al. (2011) stresses summer camp as being 

founded on accepting communities, and that is what Ayekah appears to have done for 

participants like Isaac. Other summer camps as described in Oakleaf (2013)’s study of 

LGBT staff members experience differs based on the camping culture and values. 

Ayekah fits into an accepting camp, which promotes self-exploration and identification. 

Not all camps are as progressive as Ayekah, and should be kept in mind when thinking 

about identification before, during, and after staffing experiences.  
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 Asher describes Ayekah as a place that has influenced his identification with 

specific moral values: 

I would say I think that I'm just a more morally upright person because of Ayekah, not 
necessarily because Ayekah has taught me how to be a good person, but because I 
recognized for a long time the difference between who I was in different settings. And 
like for a long time I would say, I only like people from Ayekah because they're nice - 
and I realized  it's really that I really liked myself at Ayekah because I was being nice. 
And so I think having been at Ayekah throughout my life, I am able to recognize how 
being in different cultures or being in different places affects my ability to be who I want 
to be. And in particular, the last few years being on staff, I've really seen that I'm able to 
be the morally upright and kind and compassionate positive influence on my friends and 
the people around me in person at all times. And it doesn't have to be confined to camp. 
So it makes me want to be consistent and makes me want to live up to the values that I've 
learned at camp throughout my life.  

Asher’s quote is well analyzed through a symbolic interactionist lens. Asher had the 

realization that his interactions were affecting who he was and how he saw himself in the 

world, and this inspired him to change his interactions always, not just in the specific 

confined space of camp. Asher is “facing and dealing with the world” and himself in a 

Mead-like way. He is telling himself, the “self,” as Mead defines, what he can and can’t 

do, what he should and shouldn’t do. This is valuable in his own grappling with his moral 

standings, as it is one he came to on his own, with himself, through influence from 

interactions and meaning making in a group of Ayekahians.  

 

Space and Place Differences at Camp 

Part of the reasons individuals feel so attached to camp, attached to their camp, is 

the cultural and social norms that exist in the space and among the people who reside 

there. The formative community is what is often most special to individuals who go to 

camp year after year, and is what makes their time there so special and memorable. 

Participants reported two kinds of differences while at camp; differences in culture, social 
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norms, landscape, etc. from where they grew up or currently live, and individual 

differences that they feel in themselves while at camp. I separate these as space and place 

differences and individual differences. I argue that significant space and place differences 

between participants’ life in and outside of camp directly contribute to the individual 

differences that they feel in themselves while at camp.  

 

Table 7: Space & Place and Individual Differences at Camp 

Space & Place 
Differences 

Number of 
Participants 

Individual 
Differences 

Number of 
Participants 

Social Norms 11 Positive Emotional 13 

Activities 8 Negative 
Emotional 

3 

Physical Environment 4 Improved/Best Self 9 

Acceptance / 
Progressiveness 

6   

 

Space and Place Differences 

Social norms and acceptance 

 Social norms and structure that deviated from participants outside world were the 

most frequently reported space and place difference they observed at camp. Acceptance 

and progressiveness seem to stem from this; because the social norms at Ayekah dictate a 

progressive space, the culture and performances are often open and accepting. We know 

that identity formation and understanding of self is placed within the socio-structural 

context that self is in:  

By and large, of course, sociologists do not study human society in terms of its acting 
units. Instead, they are disposed to view human society in terms of structure or 
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organization and to treat social action as an expression of such structure or organization. 
Thus, reliance is placed on such structural categories as social system, culture, norms, 
values, social stratification, status positions, social roles, and institutional organization” 
(Blumer 1962:145). 
 
Reliance on a social system, culture, and norms comes into play in summer camping. 

There are characteristics of Ayekah that create these differences, which will be explored 

herein. The structure and hierarchy systems at camp set up a different social norm of 

what is expected. They use an “inverted pyramid” system where instead of a top down 

process is reversed. Staff members definitely notice and appreciate this difference to 

typical work hierarchies:  

Well one thing that comes up at work [outside of camp] is that it's very much a top down 
hierarchy while at camp they [directors] are there to support us. And administration 
[outside of camp] is huge, it should be the other way around, supporting all of us and not 
the other way around, not being all top down decisions, which is how things are out in the 
real world (Amy), 
 
Camp is more organized than in other scenarios I've been in. I got kind of frustrated this 
year after seeing camp - about like meetings when they're run poorly, or when like when 
the kind of like supervision structure is bad or when there's no feedback. So I think camp 
is this kind of like ideal... a very ideal work environment where you feel very respected 
and supported by different people and you know exactly who you can go to for what 
issue. And you are encouraged to do so, whereas it's like in other places it's not as 
encouraged to ask for help or to speak your mind when you need to (Isaac). 
 
The change in structural norms shifts how interactions function between individuals. 

Supervisors are still supervisors, but the way they see their job and relationship is 

different than what it might be outside of the camp context. Staff members likely have a 

much closer relationship with their supervisor than they would in a place where they 

aren’t living together. The management team at camp and Ayekah’s prioritization on 

feedback is appreciated; Isaac is not the only participant that discussed a frustration with 

the structure of their “real” jobs post-camp. The structural organization of camp has a 

humanness to it; the hierarchy is intentionally designed to help staff to feel supported; 
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once again this is a way of interacting with staff and campers that influences the 

perception of the administration at camp.  

 Another significant culture factor and social norm difference at Ayekah is the 

prevalence of nudity. Skinny-dipping and nakedness in general is a staff norm; this 

reflects the culture of acceptance as a free community and promotes positive body image. 

Most participants who mentioned nudity felt it was very important to discuss how 

desexualized the naked body is at camp, and that is part of the reason it is so special.  

Everyone’s just naked together all the time. And that plays into social dynamics, but not 
in a sexual way, I've never seen it anywhere else. And like people just hang out naked, 
and it doesn't really mean anything. And I also think like the relationship is between 
nudity and nature, so people don't necessarily like - people don't hang out naked in the 
dining hall. You hang out naked in places that are more about like being in the earth. And 
I think that ties together a lot of Ayekah values that aren't really true other places 
(Natalie), 

 
It's just so open that - one of the things I really like is that I think camp really encourages 
body positivity, which is a really good thing. I think an important thing is a lot of people 
think like guys are aren't self conscious but guys are definitely self-conscious too, and I 
just think it's like nice that everyone's like able to be naked around each other because it 
helps people. I think that was... I really, really liked that about camp (Daniel), 
 
And like most of my friends like when I got to school I'd be like getting ready for a party 
with my friends and they would like turn around and change. And I'm like its just boobs. 
Who cares. Like my bosses this summer have seen me naked at camp (Hannah).  

 Nudity and openness change the way individuals experience a  sense of 

comfortability in their own body and also how they see others’ bodies. The 

desexualization adds a new perspective around nudity to Ayekahians when they leave 

campgrounds. The biggest reported impact nudity had on participants is the way the 

culture changed their sense of self and body image, particularly when interacting with 

others nude. The interactions that happen while nude or in a space where nudity is highly 

accepted creates a closer sense of community and shared comfort - nudity is culturally a 

vulnerable state to be. This comfortability permeates outside of the camp realm - 
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participants like Hannah mentioned how they are much more comfortable changing or 

skinny-dipping than friends or family from home. The acceptance that individuals thus 

make about both their and others bodies seem to be a valuable takeaway from camp. 

 My data suggests a distinctive connection to community feel, which changes the 

way social structure functions at camp. Participants claim interactions with others and 

friendships feel deeper and different than they do outside of camp. This could be because 

of the structural hierarchy, the nudity, or it also could be because of the lack of 

technology and remote location combined with a culture of a tight knit community. 

Tamar describes:  

There's a different sense of connection with people. I just love how you have to make a 
set plan like, hey we're meeting by the tree at 3 o'clock. And if that person is not by the 
tree, you know, you're kind of stuck. There's no cell phones. The lack of technology I 
really love. You're so present with people, you know, whether you're making a plan and 
you're keeping that or just being with someone, people will look at each other. People 
interacting socially which is unfortunately not as common in the rest of the world. I love 
just that presentness felt at camp. It is also a touchy feely place, not just the relationships 
that are more romantic, but with hugging and cuddling on the couch, or giving people 
massages. I think that isn't seen as much outside of the camp bubble. I think socially I, 
with my camp friends, I'm a lot more physically connected with them. And I think that 
goes even further than just physical but I think the emotional connections can be really a 
lot deeper with people. That we can just sit under the stars and talk about life and things 
that are going. 
 
 The lack of technology contrasts with the typical omnipresence of phones, 

service, and media outside of the camp world; participants frequently noted this. Because 

of the “presentness” that Tamar describes, there are no other distractions a cell phone or 

computer can give. For these reasons, people commit harder (or don’t commit at all) to 

their plans, thus making a unique blueprint of how to navigate social life and cooperative 

norms. It also keeps the day-to-day lives and interactions based around camp life itself. 

There aren’t distractions to take away from the presentness of the staff, which means that 
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conversations usually regard camp gossip, things happening with kids at camp, or about 

their days at camp. The centrality on camp because of the lack of technology contributes 

to identity building around Ayekah, as it is the focus of their summer and their social life. 

 The emphasis on physical touch forms a closeness among Ayekahians, and Tamar 

is not the only participant who emphasized physical touch as being a valuable part of 

social life at Ayekah. Sophie connects the themes of nudity, technology and touch 

together:  

Camp people are really physically touchy. And I think when we're in society we're just so 
glued to these bodies of technology that we forget the human need for touch. And there 
are a lot of different social norms regarding things that Ayekah is trying to challenge like 
nudity.  

 
 I argue that the challenging of social norms creates a new and unnavigated 

territory that Ayekahians and camping staff discover through micro-level interactions 

while at camp. Oftentimes, staff learn and identify differently as they spend more time 

there, forming new ways of seeing themselves, friendship, social interaction, and 

community. Individual camps will have their own traditions that push against traditional 

social norms and scripts - this was part of the founding of summer camps, as they taught 

children more experientially, looking quite different from the urban/suburban public 

schooling they experienced (Lorge and Zola 2006). These characteristics shape and 

reshape participants’ affiliation and identity with their summer camp.  

 

Activities and physical environment  

 The physical environment of camp and individuals’ day-to-day routines differ 

significantly from life outside of camp. This changes the way individuals might act, 

dress, and behave. Jaden, who is from a European city, talked about the shift in physical 
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environment: “so I mean I think the biggest part for me specifically was nature because 

I'm not used to living in nature. I never really had that experience. I guess it took some 

getting used to.” The location shift changed his frame of reference, which impacted his 

interactions and the way he performed in life daily. Being outside, in an environment that 

embraces creativity and deviation from traditional social norms, changes the types of 

activities done:  

I guess I said this before, you can definitely be a lot more weird than you can be in the 
real world because like you can't just run down the streets of San Francisco like wearing 
a bathing suit covered in mud and paint. And at camp that's just a thing that you see 
everyday and you get used to it and you're like oh that's just one thing that's happening 
(Isaac). 

Isaac points out both something about summer camps that challenges social norms but 

also ways that individuals act and perform differently in the camp space: adults doing 

“childlike” things, children encouraged to be their truest, “weirdest” self, the normalizing 

of activities that might otherwise make people uncomfortable, both as participants or 

observers. Individuals must grapple with themselves to let go of the cultural expectations 

they are accustomed to - particularly because the majority of staff members are college 

students who are used to a highly academic environment - to fully participate and engage 

in activities like getting as dirty as possible or using highly imaginative and creative parts 

of the brain to create a talent show for children. This is a performance like any other, and 

Goffman would argue that even if individuals felt free and liberated, they were still 

performing, just to a very different social script.  
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The “buy-in”  

 The last “space and place” aspect of identification has to do with the “buy-in” 

individuals feel about camp and Ayekah’s administration. Asher describes this 

phenomenon:  

What comes to mind for me is it's a place where people really trust and buy into the 
institutional aspect. Like in college, for example, people are there and are working hard 
in classes and have their friends and their social groups, and can... hate the institution of 
the college and not trust the people who work there. You know, people can be part of a 
community of a surrounding institution and love that community while hating the 
institution. I think Ayekah is a place where people tend to really love and buy into and 
trust the institution itself, meaning like the organization and the directors and the Board 
of Supervisors. We tend to just really trust those people. I think that's why, I think that 
creates a culture of professionalism and just wanting to do good work for this employer 
and for the organization. 

The way individuals feel connected to Ayekah and what makes them “Ayekahian” has to 

do with the trust and buy-in that they have to the organization itself. Staff trust the 

choices that the supervisors or directors make, and they feel like they are contributing to 

the mission. Sarah mentioned how much individuals who work at camp want to be 

remembered; they care so deeply about the place that they feel like they need to make 

their mark by performing well in their work and their interactions. Asher delves deeper 

I recently found out about a counselor who would let her campers sneak out all the time 
and I didn't know this person very well before I heard that. I still don't know her but like 
baseline opinion is that's not cool and I don't like her very much. She's a person who's not 
going to respect the rules of camp or understand why we do things in a certain way. And 
I think that's pretty typical that you know if people don't respect the rules of camp or put 
all of themselves into their job, or even if they just aren't doing a great job it can really 
affect the way that people look at them and their likelihood of making friends or at least 
being part of the mainstream social groups at camp.  

Asher articulates that the buy-in goes beyond just wanting to perform well, it affects how 

people perceive each other’s performance and the type of value that is placed on an 

individual. Goffman calls this a disruption: “When a disruption occurs then, we may find 

that the self conceptions around which his personality has been built may become 
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discredited. These are consequences that disruptions may have from the point of view of 

individual personality” (Goffman 1959:155).  If one doesn’t care or doesn’t seem to buy 

into the institution of camp, they might experience negative consequences; this is 

significant in thinking about the kinds of people who choose to work at a summer camp, 

particularly returning staff. A returning staff member probably buys into the institution 

even more than a first year counselor, and is a role model to pave the way so that there 

are fewer staff like the one Asher mentioned above - research suggests that retention in 

seasonal jobs are tied to senses of community (McCole et al. 2012). Social status at camp 

isn’t necessarily about traditional cool-ness, as Asher explains; staff get their social status 

by being a staff member who cares about their job.   

 

Individual Differences 

Positive emotional 

 We know that summer camp can offer positive and unique experiences to the 

people who attend; it is a feeling that is typically explained as an experience that one 

simply cannot understand without experiencing it themselves (Johnson et al. 2011; 

Waskul 1998). Summer camp has the possibility to be a transformative experience, and it 

is no surprise that all but three individuals mentioned a positive emotional response when 

asked about individual differences they felt at camp versus outside of camp: 

I think I'm so much happier. I'm a really anxious, academic person. I push myself really, 
really hard in school, and I think that sometimes makes me less available to be a friend or 
to be sort of anything. I kind of isolate myself at school, because I'm really focused on 
how I can achieve, and achieving a camp is really different. And I think it makes me a lot 
happier. And I think I'm more open with the people around me about what I want and 
what I need. And I feel like the friends that I have at camp are the most true of my 
relationships because I can be the most true of myself. I think I'm a lot more relaxed and 
more comfortable being naked. I think less about the way my body looks and less about 
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everything that goes into that, like I don't think about what I'm wearing. I don't wear 
makeup. I don't feel like have to think about that, and I don't shower all that often and 
then it's like really OK. No one seems to care and I don't think that's true outside of camp 
(Nicole), 
 
At camp, I love myself at camp (laughs) (Becca), 
 
Ayekah was pro gender fluidity before it was even a thing that most people accepted, 
we’ve always been very accepting of sexuality, of gender, of really anything, and it 
created an environment where it was okay to be different and even just really appreciated. 
So I always felt like I could really be goofy and silly or cry and no one would care. 
People did whatever they want wherever they want (Aviva). 

These powerful, emotionally charged responses demonstrate differences participants feel 

at camp versus outside of camp. I argue that the space and place of camp differences 

change the way individuals interact with themselves, with others, and with the group, 

forming new identities and ways of  self-identifying. They might be less stressed, they 

might be happier, or more creative. Some feel more whole, more Jewish, or more 

comfortable. Goffman claims that individuals choose to surround themselves with 

“teams” who “are loyal, disciplined, and circumspect, and to select an audience that is 

tactful” (Goffman 1959:153). Both the team of the staff members social group, or 

counselor unit, or co-workers support them, and the overall audience of camping staff 

and kids are tactful. This could be a reason why individuals can create and re-create 

identities that feel positive and right while at camp. 

 

Negative emotional 

 Though responses to my questions generated an overwhelming number of positive 

emotions, some participants felt that camp brought out a harder more challenging side in 

them - perhaps for similar reasons as those with positive emotional responses. Jaden 

discusses his insecurities coming back at camp:  
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But then I guess camp really took out, in a way, just a lot of insecurities of myself. So I 
was, I felt like I had. I was going back to my like adolescent years, 13, 14 years old, just 
how concerned I was about social aspects that back home I couldn't care less about. I had 
to work on that for a very long time and I got to a point living where I live where it 
doesn't even cross my mind anymore, but in camp it became a struggle again, which was 
pretty surprising because I saw I had overcome all these things - like emotional 
insecurities and stuff, but it really was pretty present in camp, so that was surprising… 
The social dynamic and camp is very different from the social dynamic at home. Right. 
And I very much like the social dynamic I have here. I guess I have like my group of 
friends, right, they're very, very much like always with me, we always hang out. And not 
having a regular either group or person to hang out with was hard because I  guess I enjoy 
getting to know people very deeply. And it was hard to do that at camp because you 
couldn't always count on hanging out with the same person. So it was just getting to 
know a lot of people but on the surface rather than really getting to know like one person 
at a time. 
 
Jaden’s points out that lack of technology and odd hours of scheduling was his biggest 

challenge. The difference in social norms and social scenes made it harder for him to 

connect, and brought out old insecurities. Jaden didn’t have a typical script to follow, and 

the change in daily structure was the opposite of liberating - it was confusing. Jaden had 

an extra layer of being international, so he was following new cultural norms both for the 

United States and for camp. That being said, Jaden isn’t the only staff member who has 

ever come to camp and had a challenging time. Without a baseline of expectation and 

understanding of norms, micro level interactions can change how people identify in a 

negative way. For Jaden, it was social anxiety reminiscent of his adolescence. For others, 

cultural norms like nudity could cause anxiety around body image or modesty beliefs; a 

change in typical hierarchies might confuse others in how they interact with their boss or 

supervisor.  
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Improved or best self 

 Similar to positive emotional, many participants described being at camp as their 

“best self” or their “improved self.” Some felt like camp helped them take this home, and 

others felt like it was contained to when they are at camp or with camp people:  

I definitely feel like I'm a different person at camp. I'm a lot more confident and 
outgoing. I just feel like there's parts of... I'm like my best self at camp. Like my camp 
self is like who I am. And then the rest of the year I'm like a toned down version of my 
camp self, is how I would describe myself (Sophie), 
 
I'm a better person. I think I'm a much better self. I like my Camp Ayekah self more than 
I like my other selves (Hannah), 
 
And I think that at camp another way I feel different is I just feel like I'm more self-aware 
and I'm more like cognizant of my actions. I think I feel like a big spotlight on me and 
this comes from being in a leadership position that you know, everything I say and do 
people are going to take as kind of a message in some way. And so I need to be really 
conscious of how - what kinds of words I'm using - what kind of - how I'm being present 
or taking up space or vice versa (David). 

 Sophie’s point of view is fascinating - she is a “toned down version of her camp 

self” when she’s not at camp. The performance she is giving and the script she is 

following shifts. Her personality is constantly evolving and changing based on the 

interactions and places she is surrounded by. Hannah is also cognizant of the differences 

she sees in herself at and outside of camp. The awareness of the behavior and identity 

changes is worthy of attention; participants understand the ways that the culture, people, 

and place of camp change how they perceive themselves and interact with the world. 

David, for example, feels a different sense of leadership being one of the five highest 

level leaders on camp staff. The performance he gives is based on how he grapples with 

himself to be the best leader possible, and also how he envisions others perceiving him. 

This is reminiscent of the “Responsibility” section. David, Hannah, and Sophie’s 
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experience is a process that cultivates through the camp summer and allows for self-

reflection. Alyla mentions how camp lets her blend all parts of her personality: 

I think something cool about camp is it's like, I feel like there are a lot of different parts 
of my personality like at school, maybe like more academic and nerdy, and when I am at 
home with one group of friends I'm like, I don't know more like smoke weed and party, 
like it just in different places, but I feel like at Ayekah, all of me is like kind of there and 
present. Like I get to talk about how much I love board games and like Catan, and also 
like get to like just swim and hang out and like chill, and also, I don't know, I just feel 
like there's a space for like all parts of my personality. Which sometimes I like struggle to 
know like "who am I really, which part am I really?" But no, I can be all those things.  

Alyla learns how to negotiate with all parts of herself, figuring out how to appropriately 

merge aspects that are usually compartmentalized and separate. The improved or “best 

self” data suggests that the types of people that come to camp and the kinds of 

interactions had at camp creates an inclusive and positive place for identity management. 

Camping characteristics like different social norms and a lack of technology plus 

spending time outside and being in a generally active workplace that is isolated positions 

individuals to be in a unique situation; they can create and recreate themselves to model 

their identity after a camp that they oftentimes have close affinity to and strive to do well 

at. The institutions people are part of will always shape who they are and how they see 

themselves, however summer camp seems to have a particularly remarkable feature of 

imbuing ideologies and types of ways to identify and how participants wish to be seen in 

the world.  

 

Performative Interactions 

 Symbolic interactionists argue that identity is formed through interactions with 

the self, others, and the space one is in and that identity is a fluid and constantly evolving. 

My data suggests specific examples of how participants interact and perform that are 
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intentional and specific to come across a certain way or change behaviors of others, 

specifically campers. Though individuals did mention differences in the way they 

interacted with other staff, it was interesting to see the majority of the data pointing to 

performative and intentional changes in the way individuals were acting with children.  

 
Table 8: Kind of Interactions with Others 

Type of Interaction Number of Participants 

Role Model 10 

Being Themselves 9 

Making children feel safe / 
heard 

7 

 

Role modeling 

 Being a positive role model to others is characteristic of the personalities of 

people who choose to work in a summer camp setting. Positive role modeling allows staff 

to emphasize what they think is important to put out into the world. The categories 

participants’ role- modeled align well with cultural norms of camp and ways they 

personally feel they identify (or want to identify). These range from body image to living 

cooperatively:    

And so I showed them you know, I changed in the cabin and they saw that I was 
comfortable with my body. And that was OK for them to be comfortable with their body. 
I really tried to instill a sense of community within them, and help them be friends with 
each other, and so I also made sure to portray that within my relationships with other 
people, even if they weren't the right fit for me and that other staff member, I didn't never 
let them see that (Tamar), 
 
Staff members took mundane tasks and consciously used them for a role modeling 

purpose - for example, Tamar needed to change during the day, she just chose to do it in 

front of campers in hopes of encouraging body positivity. Tamar then discusses more 
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intentional performances she gives in front of her campers - like acting nice to people that 

she might personally have issue with. 

I think it's just important to like show them that you actually adhere to the values that you 
would encourage them to adhere to. So like if you tell your camper being mean to a bunk 
mate and you suggest to them that they have to be nice their bunkmate, and they see you 
later on kind of, like making fun of some person on staff then it's not going to be as 
compelling a suggestion. So I think it's about practicing what you preach and preaching 
the right things (Asher), 

 Asher’s point about preaching the “right things” he is presenting to those around him 

says a lot about how he identifies and what he thinks is important to showcase. His ideas 

probably comes from his interactions with others, creating and forming what he thinks is 

morally just. This kind of symbolic interaction not only says what is important to Asher, 

but what he thinks he needs to uphold as an Ayekahian.  

I mean I put a lot of energy into like being a very positive influence and like trying to 
make all of my interactions with them focused on them and focused on having good 
experiences with them. And kind of curating their time. And so like I wouldn't say it's not 
genuine because I think that when I'm in that mindset it's absolutely genuine and very 
easy. But it's like... you're curating what you're giving off, like the vibes that you're 
giving off. And then with staff, you know honestly depends on the staff member. Because 
like some people very much like to talk a little bit more negatively or like really complain 
or like or swap like horror stories which is kind of fun. And then some people don't want 
to talk about kids at all. And so you kind of like - the way you interact with different staff 
members is very different. But it's definitely like less of a performance of like fun and 
happiness, and more of a performance of something else (Spencer). 

Spencer is the most explicit in discussing the performative acts of their interactions. Their 

emphasis on performing for campers and staff in different ways is dramaturgy. They have 

put thought into how they are speaking with campers, promoting happiness regardless of 

how they are feeling internally. This is to promote campers fun and make it less about 

Spencer as an individual.  

 Aviva talks about the attitude and mindset she role models to her campers:  
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Something I figured out when I was a camper and told my campers is that an activity is as 
much fun as you go in thinking it’s going to be and there are some activities at camp that 
you’ve done 4 times and they kind of suck and nobody likes them but Shabbat prep can 
be really, really fun if you get energetic and go into it – I tell my campers to go into 
things with an over-positive mindset like “this is going to be fun and I’m going to fake it 
until it’s fun.” 

“Faking it” until it’s fun is a performance she is giving to her kids - a script of having fun 

in order to enjoy activities that not everyone likes. This is what Goffman means when he 

discusses the script and dialogue actors create for “a new reality for the audience to 

consider” (Goffman 1956:249). Such performances are typical and somewhat expected of 

staff, as the intention is for kids to have the most fun possible. Staff are responsible for 

cultivating and creating campers experiences as mentioned above and in countless of my 

interviews. Staff members not only adopt such behaviors, they are trained to do so during 

staff training. The interactions that staff have with other staff encourage them to change 

their habits and behaviors to role model what it’s like to be a true “Ayekahian” for the 

kids, which follows a script of kindness, compassion, and positivity.  

 

Being “themselves” 

 Along the same lines of role modeling, participants wanted to be themselves. This 

is interesting to consider in tandem with identity, as much of “being yourself” is 

upholding the social norms and culture of Ayekah. David mentions the value of being 

himself for younger staff and campers, particularly men, to attempt to role model the 

“Ayekahian Man” who doesn't perpetuate toxic masculinity: 

So for younger staff and also kids like I just want to model being myself and I like to 
laugh and have a good time when I'm in a good mood and I don't mind being emotional 
and sad about things in front of people when I'm in those moods, and I think that's a way 
of being authentic and genuine. I'm just conscious of just trying not to perpetuate toxic 
male stereotypes for kids and staff.  



 92 

 
David reveals his emotions as a way to be his truest self to other individuals. How much 

of “being yourself,” regardless of how much a staff member thinks they are being 

genuine, is a cultivated performance that has been taught to them during staff training and 

by Ayekah’s cannon of ethics? If individuals are told in micro-level interactions that 

being themselves is important for personal and camper growth, they are still following a 

script, just a different one than they might be used to, hence David’s reference to toxic 

masculinity as rebelling against a cultural script that men should not show emotion.  

 A focus of participants being themselves was often placed in the frame of being 

their happiest self; they referred to times where they were the happiest, surrounded by the 

most community, and in the most positive mood possible. 

I wanted to be someone that was like what my counselors were to me and someone that 
they can like see and see like oh this person is being themselves and they have friends 
and people like them. So I can do the same. And I also like being a person that campers 
can kind of like poke fun at, and I like doing kind of silly outlandish things so that 
campers can talk to each other and make friends with each other about how like oh their 
counselors is so weird, their unit head is so weird, isn't that funny (Isaac). 

Isaac emulates his previous counselors by being himself, which is an interesting position 

seen through a symbolic interactionist lens. The interactions and space that he had 

growing up at Ayekah in turn molded his identity, which then he presents as his “truest 

self” to his campers, then potentially molds theirs. 

 Because summer camp involves being isolated with the same group of people for 

a significant period of time, identities shift and grow together, shaping the society and 

culture of camp and camp in turn shaping the identity and identification of the individuals 

in it.  

 

 



 93 

Making children feel safe and heard 

 The last theme is making children feel safe and heard. Though camp is typically 

meant for fun, camps emphasize closeness with others, ties to community, and in 

Ayekah’s case, a sense of spirituality. Getting a bunk of children to collaborate and 

cooperate is challenging, and counselors often mediate conflict. This involves a 

significant of listening and empathy skills; with the wrong staff member approach, 

conflict could escalate. Multiple participants, however, mentioned how hard they work to 

make children feel safe and heard:  

And I think just again and again showing them that you don't you don't judge them and 
you're just here as a support. Eventually breaks down those barriers. Sometimes I think is 
emotionally really hard when kids have opened up to me about things that are painful to 
listen to. And I'm definitely the kind of person who takes on the emotions of my peers 
and my friends and my campers. And so if I saw if I was with a camper who's really 
upset or distressed like I'd hold it together when I was with them but it would definitely 
take a toll on me (Sophie), 

Sophie’s explanation of being a support for children and “holding it together” shows the 

way she is interacting with campers to help them feel supported and safe. Having an 

authority figure campers trust and feel safe with can be one of the most impactful things 

in their lives - my data contains multiple mentions of individuals who still remember and 

look up to their counselors from 10+ years before. Her role forms an identity of a 

caretaker, and Sophie understands how to shift between fun and silly to serious when 

needed.  

I want to be someone who kids feel like you know is in control in the sense that I want 
kids to feel safe at camp and like you know if and when someone needs it like I'll take 
care of them. I want kids to feel like I am in control and I can project a sense of like a 
confidence and calm. But sometimes, like the last many summers there's been like fires 
burning nearby and I think that raises some people's anxiety level to like a really high 
level. They think that camp is going to burn down or you know, they smell smoke and it 
gets their heart racing and sends them down a path. I think about when I get on the 
microphone and tell kids they have nothing to worry about, that I want them to know that 
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like the people that are in charge of camp like have a good grip on things are confident 
and competent in the stuff they're doing (David). 
 
David talks on a larger level - he is usually addressing large groups or the whole camp in 

his position as a director. He emphasizes how he wants to make the whole camp feel safe, 

especially in times where control is out of kids’ hands, like wildfires. Directors and staff 

in leadership positions need tact to achieve such goals, and David discusses how he wants 

others to perceive him in a specific way, regardless of how he is actually doing inside. 

David’s kind of intentionality was reflected through all the participants’ responses who 

wanted their campers to feel safe and heard - the kids came first, even if it caused distress 

on the staff member. This kind of performance happens in classrooms, in parenting, and 

in the workplace. It also happens at summer camp, and is important to think about how 

these actions affect identity each day. 

 Tavory’s Summoned reflects this idea up: 

Social worlds may vie with each other for the construction of specific identifications, but 
they rarely have an absolute monopoly. It is this situation that makes the density of 
summoning an achievement, rather than a ‘given,’ and allows us to appreciate the 
choreography of interactional and experiential patterns of identification in everyday life. 
In other words, if we want to think about how a set of actions and interactions crystallize 
specific identifications over time, it is not all that useful to think of prisons or ships. It is 
better to think about social worlds that are closer to most of us (Tavory 2016:154). 

Tavory’s discussion of identity formation in the framework of an insular community 

aligns perfectly with my discussion of the summer camp. He argues that the “social 

worlds that are closer to most of us” are more applicable and interesting, as identities are 

stifled and regulated to a less restrictive way - in some senses. What is interesting about 

the TI and the TNP in these more tangible settings is discussing how and why there are 

regulations. These regulations might not be whether you can or cannot leave a space, 

what you can or cannot wear, but what expectations there are for how you can or cannot 
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act. This is how the insular, often isolated communities perpetuate and form identities 

and identification in an influential way that doesn’t feel forced upon an individual like a 

TI might; it feels like a natural choice and evolution the more time spent there.   
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CONCLUSION 

This study addresses two specific research questions: 1) To what extent does 

residential summer camp function as a total institution model? 2) How do the total 

institutional characteristics of the residential summer camp impact identity and 

identification in staff members? In short, what the paper concluded was camp does 

function as a kind of TI, but an adapted one - with central differences related to the 

voluntary and time-limited nature of the institution, that I refer to as the Transitory, Non-

Compulsory, Perennial Institution, or TNP. Further, my findings suggest significant 

connections between summer camp and identification; the people and structure that form 

the institution of summer camp interactively meaning-make and create social and cultural 

norms that influence and administer individuals’ daily round of life. The TNP is indeed a 

catalyst for relationship building, identity formation, and institutional affiliation. What is 

even more interesting was that the takeaway from summer camps permeated outside of 

the boundaries and into the “outside world” of participants’ lives, whether it be through 

relationships, communities, or identity markers they felt were crucial to identity. For all 

these reasons, my focus on summer camping staff at a Jewish summer camp deepens our 

understanding of the powerful influence that camping has on individuals lives.  

 While my interviews produced a wealth of data leading me to significant and 

interesting findings, there are limitations of my research and areas that could be expanded 

on in order to broaden the understanding of summer camp. First, I suggest that future 

research be broadened both in number of summer camps and also orientations of summer 

camps. Though I think it is valuable to expand research regarding the TNP, TI, and 

identity management within the structure of residential summer camp, Camp Ayekah is 
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unique in its Jewish mission and very isolated location. A more geographically robust 

sample would have strengthened my findings as it would provide a more broad 

understanding of summer camps and allowed me to generalize beyond camps like 

Ayekah. I would also suggest researching both secular and non-secular camps, different 

“themed” camps (i.e. traditional, sports, farming, etc.) to have a larger picture of how the 

TNP would function in different structural settings. While I deliberately chose to use a 

representative sample of staff members, examining various camp roles in more depth (i.e. 

director, counselor, specialist) could illuminate interesting trends that my data could not. 

Additionally, I think that a sample that included both staff and campers could further 

support my data, showing longitudinal influences summer camp has on identity 

management.  

 Ultimately I do not think that my interviews and findings are generalizable to all 

residential summer camps. This study should instead be treated as a first step toward 

future research regarding structural characteristics of summer camp affecting identity and 

identification in individuals who attend. My findings are useful in expanding pre-existing 

research regarding impact and influence of summer camp on staff identity and filling a 

hole regarding to TI characteristics of summer camp, and can guide future researchers 

interested in expanding these themes. Personally, I have found this research incredibly 

helpful in digging deeper into my own identity and connecting influential aspects of my 

adolescence and adulthood to sociological phenomenon that have long gone unexplored.  

 My data does not suggest that entire identities are born in and/or formed/reformed 

through time spent at summer camp; rather it suggests that characteristics of summer 

camping -- including barriers containing camp, social norms, communal interactions, and 
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isolated settings -- expedite and influence how individuals interact and thus identify. 

Summer camp falls at formative times for both campers and staff members, who, on 

average, age between 18-22. My research sheds light on the importance of institutional 

aspects of summer camp and the ways these characteristics impact individual 

identification. Summer camp or not, institutions structure and guide the Western round of 

life - schools, work, even relationships are institutionalized. This thesis and the TNP 

suggests that participation in institutions, particularly summer camping institutions, may 

very significantly impact, change, and influence the populations who comprise them. 

Perhaps examining institutions close to us, and making the familiar strange, will help 

uncover forcing houses whose intentionality, cultures, and norms will shape and reshape 

who we are and how we interact with the world.  
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APPENDIX A 
 
Interview Questions 
 

1. How old are you? How long have you been working at Ayekah? What role(s) 
have you had?   

2. Assume I’ve never been to camp, tell me more about it. What do you do, how 
does it function, what is life like inside?  

3. (For folks who were campers) What was your camper experience like? Did you 
consider it a community? How did social interaction work at the camper level?  

4. (For staff) What was your position(s)? How did you function in a hierarchy at 
camp (i.e. who was above you, who was below you)?  

5. Are you allowed to leave camp? What kind of interaction is there with the world 
outside of camp?  

6. Are there physical barriers that contain camp?  
7. What is the social scene/culture/community like at camp? When do you have free 

time and what do you do with your free time?  
8. How much interaction do you have with community outside of the camp realm? 

How would you communicate? If you did, who did you speak with?  
9. In what ways do you feel you are different at camp than you are outside of camp?   
10. When interacting with campers (particularly if you lived with them), who were 

you trying to be for them? What did you think was important to portray to the 
campers to be a model staff member?  

11. In what ways do you feel like camps community/culture is different than the one 
you come from (i.e. social norms, hierarchies, rules, day-to-day life, purpose)?  

12. How much decision-making do you have in your time at camp (both as a 
camper/counselor)? Do you choose activities you participate in, are you assigned 
them, etc.?  

13. What is residential summer camps purpose? Ayekah’s?  
14. What part of your identity (if at all) has been impacted by Ayekah? In what ways?  
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APPENDIX B 
Informed Consent  
 
Summer Camp Interview Informed Consent Page (at least 18 years old) 
 
Thank you for your willingness to participate in this interview research on summer 
camps! It should take about an hour. The purpose of the research is to explore how 
summer camps may fit the model of a “total institution” and the way that camp structures 
and organization changes individual behavior, expectations, and group norms. 
 
There are no foreseeable risks with this research, but, of course, talking about camp, 
social scenes, and communities may bring up some memories or relationships that could 
be troubling. Benefits may include finding pleasure in discussing the importance of 
summer camp, social scenes, and communities. 
All interviews will be recorded. Any information that could make your individual identity 
known will be removed from any written transcripts of the recordings, and from any 
analysis or reporting. Recordings will be destroyed after the project is completed. All 
information will be kept confidential. 
Please remember that your participation in this research is voluntary. You can refuse to 
participate in specific questions or stop participating at any time without penalty.  
Benefits to participation in this research are to contribute to the expanding literature of 
the value and importance of residential summer camps and how they are sociologically 
significant. 
 
If you have any questions, please feel free to contact Liz Chenok, Student of Sociology at 
Whitman College (280 Boyer Ave., Walla Walla, WA 99362; chenokee@whitman.edu; 
925.323.8552, or Helen Kim, Professor of Sociology kimh2@whitman.edu. 
  
I give Liz Chenok permission to audio record this interview. 
___YES   ___ NO 
  
If you sign below, you are consenting to participate in the interview portion of research. 
Thank you! 
 
_______________________________          ______________________________           
 Signature                                                                 Printed Name                                                      
  
 
______________ 
Date 
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APPENDIX C 
 
Coding Spreadsheet 
 

Category Code Criteria Example 

Age 18-21 
Must be between the age 
18-21 "I am 19 years old" 

 22-50 
Must be between the age 
22-50 "I am 46 years old" 

    

Description of Camp & Culture Community 

Explicit mention of the 
word "community," or 
descriptions of a feeling of 
fellowship with others, as a 
result of sharing common 
attitudes, interests, and 
goals, friendship 

"It's a place for staff and campers alike to feel 
a sense of community" 

 Wilderness 

Explicit mention of 
wilderness, descriptions of 
Yosemite and nature, 
descriptions of 
backpacking 

"On the one hand you have a wilderness 
camp" 

 Jewish 

Explicit mention of 
Judaism, Jewishness, or 
spirituality/religion 

"I like to call it a hippie Jewish summer 
camp" 

 Location/Isolation 

Description of location as 
being far away from other 
places, explicit mention of 
the word isolation, remote 

"So I think the location and the remoteness 
leads to a certain type of culture where people 
get in deep fast because there's no other 
choice" 

 Acceptance 

Mention of comfort, 
feeling of being ones self, 
explicit mention of 
acceptance 

"I think it's a place where, you really realize 
that kindness and acceptance are valued and 
you get social capital from being nice to each 
other" 

 

Structural Organization / 
Bunk and Activity 
Organization 

Explicit mention of 
structure of camp, bunk 
and activity organization 

"And you basically go around doing different 
activities. Those can be arts and crafts or a 
pool, a lake, and we have a river. We have 
lots of sports activities." 

 Nudity 

Description of culture of 
nudity, nakedness, skinny 
dipping, group showering, 
changing in the cabin 

"I like the nudity and body-positivity culture 
when it's genuine" 

 Creative 

Explicit mention of 
creativeness, theatre, 
singing 

"The thing that was most shocking to me was 
the culture of theatre and creativeness" 
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 Values 

Description of cooperative, 
working together, 
teamwork "it's a part cooperative camp" 

 "Buy-In" 

Description of individuals 
acceptance and following 
of the administrative or 
director team, explicit 
words "buy-in" 

"I think that that people really buy into the 
mission, of creating a place where people feel 
good about themselves" 

    

    

Leaving Camp Immediate outside property 

Discussion of locations 
right off property, such as 
river spots, the ridge, the 
logs, or Egypt 

"On Friday's we go up to the Ridge and have 
parties" 

 Towns Nearby 
Explicit mention of towns 
nearby 

"When you have time off or a day off you can 
go to the closest town, or one a bit further to 
get food and service" 

 National Park 
Explicit mention of 
National Park, "The Park" 

"On my days off I almost always go into the 
Park and hike" 

 Home 
Mention of going "home" 
or to the "Bay Area" 

"If you have time on your day off you can 
drive home" 

 Local Lodges 
Explicit mention of the 
lodges 

"We sometimes go to the resort, to get food 
or drinks" 

 Time (time-off) 
Discussion of leaving camp 
during time-off "We can leave on our time off" 

 Time (day-off) 
Discussion of leaving camp 
during day-off "We usually leave on our day-off" 

 Time (night) 

Discussion of leaving camp 
at night, mention of "10-
12" 

"We go to Egypt or the Ridge or the Logs 
from 10-12 to drink or smoke" 

    

Interaction with the Outside World 
Technology (phone, 
internet) 

Mention of technology, 
using phones, email, 
Facebook, cell phones, and 
other social media 
platforms to contact others 
or read the news 

"We have phones and computers to use at 
camp to contact people" 

 Off-property locations See "leaving camp"  
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 Frequency (a lot) 

Claims of interacting with 
the outside world 
frequently 

"As a supervisor I got to use the internet a lot 
more - like I would check Facebook multiple 
times a day" 

 Frequency (not very much) 

Claims of interacting with 
the outside world only 
sometimes 

"I talked to my family maybe once a month 
on the phone" 

 Frequency (none) 
Claims of never interacting 
with the outside world 

"I had a flip phone so I basically didn't talk to 
anyone all summer outside of camp" 

    

Barriers Containing Camp Physical (gate, fence) 

Explicit mention of 
physical barrier, i.e. a gate 
or fence "There's a gate with a code" 

 Figurative (Eruv) 
Explicit mention of Eruv or 
figurative boundary 

"There's the Eruv, which is a figurative 
boundary showing where camp is and isn't" 

 Transportation 

Mention of leaving camp 
with a vehicle, or lack 
thereof 

"I don't have a car or know how to drive so I 
couldn't really go anywhere unless I found 
someone who could drive with a car, or 
someone who could drive and borrowed a car 
from someone else" 

    

Social Scene Drugs/Alcohol 
Mention of using drugs or 
alcohol socially 

"At nighttime there is a culture of drinking 
and smoking" 

 Exclusivity/Isolation 
Mention of exclusivity or 
cliques, feeling alone 

"and I think that the counselor dynamic is 
that everyone is kind of friends on the surface 
but there definitely was a cliqueness and it 
especially surfaced with returning vs. new 
staff members." 

 Community 

Explicit mention of the 
word "community," or 
descriptions of a feeling of 
fellowship with others, as a 
result of sharing common 
attitudes, interests, and 
goals. 

"people tend to be comfortable in the Ayekah 
community... like they drink the Kool-Aid" 

 Friendship 
Mention of friendship, 
close relationships "All my closest friends I met at Ayekah" 

 
Hookup Culture / 
Relationships 

Mention hook-up culture, 
sex, dating 

"There's definitely a hookup culture at camp 
that most people participate in" 
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 Belonging 

Description of feeling a 
part of something, feeling 
accepted, loved, explicit 
mention of "belonging" "And I think there's a need of belonging" 

    

How individual is different at camp 
Physical (clothing, 
commute) 

Mention of dressing 
different, commuting 
different, or physical 
personal differences at 
camp 

"I dress differently - it's very hot at camp so I 
wear less clothes" 

 
Positive Emotional 
(comfortable, happy) 

Mention of feeling happier, 
more comfortable, a sense 
of belonging, or positive 
emotion "I'm so much happier when I'm at camp" 

 
Negative Emotional 
(isolated, anxious) 

Mention of feeling isolated, 
lost, anxious 

"a very strange social dynamic that I was not 
used to. And I don't think I'd ever necessarily 
get used to, or I could get used to but I'll 
never like to fully enjoy, because I did make 
a lot of great friends, but I didn't like the 
context, the social context of camp I thought 
it was a bit stressful." 

 
Exploratory (sexuality, 
nudity) 

Mention of camp helping 
explore new things, like 
sexuality, being naked, 
hookup culture, being 
dirty, etc. 

"Camp was the first place I tested my 
sexuality out, and hooked up with a guy." 

 Improved / Best Self 

Mention of feeling 
improved or one's "best 
self" at camp 

"I like myself so much better when I'm at 
camp..." 

 Jewish   

Ways individual acts different with 
campers Role Model 

Explicit mention of 
wanting to be a role model, 
someone kids look up to 

"I want to be a role model for them and for 
them to want to be like me" 

 Be Themselves 
Explicit mention of 
wanting to be themselves 

"I want to be myself so they can see someone 
comfortable in their own skin" 

 Make kids feel safe/heard 

Explicit mention of 
wanting to have kids feel a 
sense of safety 

"I want when I get on the microphone and tell 
kids to be safe that they trust me" 

 Performative 

Mention of performing or 
"faking it till you make it" 
for kids - i.e. funnier, 
sillier, happier, more 
comforting, more mature "It's a performance of being fun and happy" 

 Positivity   

Camp Culture Differences from Home 
Culture 

Social Norms (nudity, 
touchiness, hierarchies) 

Mention of change in 
social norms 

"At camp people are a lot more comfortable 
with physical touch" 
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Activities (gnarly, singing, 
active-ness) 

Discussion of the day-to-
day activities being 
different, i.e. sillier, dirtier 

"You don't see 12 people covered in dirt 
running around screaming and think nothing 
of it outside of camp" 

 
Physical Environment 
(nature) 

Mention of the location and 
physical environment 

"At home I could go for days without seeing 
a tree, at camp I wake up to the chirping of 
birds" 

 

Acceptance / 
Progressiveness (gender & 
sexuality) 

Mention of political 
leaning of camp, 
progressiveness, openness 
of sexuality 

"It's a liberal-progressive place, we have 
transgender campers and staff" 

    

Decision Making / Sense of Autonomy Amount (small) 
Feeling of a small amount 
of decision making 

"I don't get to choose what I do on a day-to-
day" 

 Amount (medium) 
Feeling a medium amount 
of decision making 

"I get to choose overall what we're doing but 
things like time-off my supervisors do for 
me" 

 Amount (lots) 
Feeling like a big amount 
of decision making 

"I have tons of autonomy and choice in my 
day-to-day" 

 
Changes in Autonomy 
(based on roles had) 

Discussion of changes in 
decision making during 
role shifts 

"As a director, I have a lot more choice than I 
did as a counselor" 

 Decision Making (you) 

Mention of being the 
person who makes 
decisions "I get to choose what I do on my time off" 

 
Decision Making (someone 
else) 

Mention of others choosing 
what you do 

"My supervisor tells me my day off and I can 
request one but I'm not guaranteed it" 

    

Purpose of Camps Socialization 

Explicit mention of the 
purpose of camp being to 
socialize, make friends, 
learn norms 

"It's about learning how to interact with 
people, work on teams" 

 Independence 

Explicit mention of the 
purpose of camp being to 
foster independence 

"it was the only time that I had something 
growing up that was mine and no one else’s' - 
no one was telling me what to do, I was 
independent" 

 Betterment of Self 

Explicit mention of the 
purpose of camp being to 
become a better person "It's to help people learn a sense of morality" 

 
Skills (nature, a&c, 
creativity) 

Explicit mention of the 
purpose of camp being to 
gain skills 

"You learn things you don't get to in school - 
like wilderness skills, sports" 
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 Jewish Identity 
Explicit mention of Jewish 
or spiritual identity 

"Jewish is a dying religion and with camp, it's 
the only time you don't have to buy-into a 
Christian society" 

 Childcare 

Explicit mention of 
summer camp's purpose 
being to give parents 
childcare and allow them to 
relax 

"it's good for the parents, you know, they can 
have vacation time with just each other" 

 Mission of Camp 
Explicit mention of the 
mission 

"It's the four parts of the mission - that's the 
purpose" 

    

Identity "Ayekahian" 

Discussion of Identity as 
being tied to Ayekah or 
Ayekahian 

"I can't separate my identity from Ayekah - 
they are so tied together that I feel my 
identity is Ayekah" 

 Connection to Nature 

Discussion of love and care 
for nature being part of 
ones identity 

"I feel so connected to nature now... I don't 
think I would have that without camp" 

 Friends / Community 

Discussion of identity 
being tied to the people 
they met at camp 

"I met my fiancé at camp and we're going to 
have a family and spend the rest of our lives 
together" 

 Jewishness 
Discussion of Jewish 
identity being tied to camp 

"it's just kind of helped form my Jewish 
identity" 

 Responsibility 

Discussion of gaining 
responsibility and skills 
while on staff 

"I feel a sense of responsibility and maturity 
that I don't have anywhere else" 

 Self-Image 

Discussion of positive self-
image as a result from 
camp 

"I am so much of a less anxious person and 
am comfortable being naked all the time, like 
I wasn't before" 

 Exploration 

Discussion of exploring 
different areas of identity 
like sexuality at camp 

"I accepted and experimented with my 
sexuality for the first time at camp" 

 Acceptance of Others 

Discussion of openness and 
accepting others coming 
from camp morals 

"I am so much more accepting now - like 
before this summer I would have laughed if 
someone said they don't have a gender and 
now I get it" 
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