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Concerns about bullying are ever increasing. Normally, 
bullying prevention research and efforts focus on the school 
environment. However, bullying can occur in summer 
camp environments as well. is article describes the 
current research insight into bullying and sets forth 
research-based recommendations for summer camps. 

First, it needs to be noted that the common use of the term 
“bullying” has become too broad and is being applied to a 
wide range of hurtful acts. It is helpful to have a clear 
understanding of the different forms of hurtful behavior. 

• Bullying. When one or more people are repeatedly 
being hurtful to another by saying hurtful things, 
spreading hurtful rumors, or other hurtful acts. 

• Harassment. When these repeated hurtful acts are 
based on sexual orientation or identity, race, national 
origin, disabilities, or religion. 

• Disparagement or “Put downs.” Using insulting terms 
or wearing statements or symbols that communicate 
that a person or group of people are inferior. Repeated 
disparagement is bullying or harassment.  

• Con!ict or “Drama.” When two or more people are  
all being hurtful to each other.

• Physical Assault or a reat. A physical #ght or threat 
of a #ght. 

• Hurtful Interaction. A one-time hurtful act that 
generally happens when someone gets angry or is 
frustrated.

It does not appear that the current bullying prevention 
efforts of schools are having a signi#cant impact in 
reducing bullying.1  us, it is necessary to consider why 
this is and make strategic, research-based changes in the 
common prevention approach. 

In 2011, in an ongoing survey by the U.S. Department of 
Justice, close to 1.2 million students reported that someone 
was hurtful to them at school once a week or more.2 Of this 
number, over 540,000 students reported this was happening 
“almost daily.” is rate has not signi#cantly declined since 
2005, which is when most schools were ramping up their 
bullying prevention efforts.

e young people who are most typically targeted are those 
who are obese, have a minority sexual orientation or 
identity, or have disabilities.3  Other young people who also 
report bullying include racial, national origin, and religious 
minorities. Other young people are bullied simply because 
they are “different,” but “being different” does not show up 
on any survey as an item. 

e bullying prevention approach required by most state 
statutes for schools includes these components:

• Adopt and disseminate a disciplinary policy against 
bullying. 

• Increase staff attention and train staff on its obligations. 

• Increase staff supervision in “hot spots.” 

• Teach students not to bully and to report if they are. 

• Inform students and parents how to report, and 
prohibit retaliation for reporting. 

• Investigate reported incidents and punish the student 
who engaged in bullying using graduated sanctions.

• Document all reported incidents, the results of the 
investigation, and the school’s disciplinary response.

All of these actions are necessary, but apparently 
insufficient. If this approach is not working effectively to 
reduce bullying in schools, then it also is not likely to work 
effectively in the camping environment. 

e problem is that the 20th Century adult-control, “rules 
and punishment” approach to bullying prevention, will 
never be effective. ese hurtful acts generally occur 
outside of adult view. We know that, “Just say ‘no’” messages 
did not reduce drug abuse.4  Why should we think young 
people will be responsive to adult-dictated rules like “Don’t 
bully others”? 

Further, the majority of students do not tell an adult if 
someone is hurtful to them at school.5 is is likely because 
the majority of students think school staff make things 
worse when they intervene.6  Unfortunately, the research 
backs up students’ perceptions.7 

Telling young people to “tell an adult” if they are bullied 
isn’t going to be effective when they believe that telling an 
adult could cause serious damage to their reputation and 
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could also lead to retaliation. Further, when puberty strikes, 
young people want to resolve their own problems.8 Running 
to tell an adult may be perceived by them--and their peers--
as evidence of lack of competence.

One challenge is ethnological in nature.9  Among many 
species, aggression is used to establish dominance. e 
most aggressive “animal” acquires a top position within a 
group and through this gains access to valued resources, 
including mates. For humans, social aggression can be 
considered a strategic behavior that serves a similar social 
dominance function. More signi#cant striving for 
dominance generally occurs when puberty hits, which is 
when bullying also increases.

Most bullying literature describes those who engage in 
bullying as impulsive, aggressive, and easily frustrated.10 
ese young people face challenges at home, have difficulty 
following rules, and view violence in a positive way. is 
description #ts some young people who bully, generally 
those who have also been abused, bullied or are considered 
outcasts. ese socially marginalized students are at high 
risk. Punishing them will only increase the risk.

is description leaves out another much larger group of 
hurtful young people.11  ese young people are well-
integrated and socially motivated. ey are considered 
“popular” and “cool.” ey skillfully use disparagement and 
bullying as a strategy to achieve social dominance among 
their peers. e hurtful acts of these generally competent 
“social climbers” are oen ignored by adults or dismissed as 
“just a joke.” 

Oen when people are hurtful to others, they try to 
rationalize that what they are doing is okay.12 ese are four 
common ways that young people try to rationalize hurtful 
action towards peers:

• Spin It.  “I was just joking.” “It’s just ‘drama.’”

• Blame Others. “Someone else started it, I just joined 
in.” “Everybody does it.”

• Deny the Harm. “It’s no big deal. “He or she is just 
overreacting.” 

• Put Down. “He or she deserves it.” “Someone needed 
to say it.”

To address the concerns of the socially marginalize young 
people will require more comprehensive interventions that 
address their underlying social emotional competencies and 
interpersonal relationship challenges. To address the 
concerns of socially motivated hurtful young people 
requires changing the perception of social norms within the 
community from those that appear to reward such hurtful 
acts to disapproval, as well as holding these young people 
accountable in a manner that remedies the harm and 
restores relationships.

Some young people are bullied simply because they are 
perceived as “different.” But many young people who are 
targeted have challenges with social emotional 
competencies and interpersonal relationship skills that both 
lead to their being bullied and a reaction which perpetuates 
the hurtful behavior.13  us, it is also important to address 
the social emotional competencies and interpersonal 
relationship skills concerns of these young people as well. 

ere is, however, a “silver lining” in this “cloud.” Most 
young people think bullying is wrong, most feel sorry for 
the target, and many express a desire or intent to help.14 
When peers do step in to stop the hurtful behavior, they are 
oen effective.15  Targets with supportive friends are less 
distressed.16  is younger generation is far more accepting 
of human differences than any earlier generations.17.

But when bullying occurs, far fewer young people who 
think they should help, actually step in to help.18  Two key 
issues in encouraging positive peer intervention are 
addressing the overall social norms and ensuring young 
people have effective skills.19

Shiing from an “adult-control” approach to a “youth-
empowerment” model can lead to greater effectiveness in 
reducing bullying and other forms of hurtful behavior and 
limiting the harmful effects. By engaging young people in 
leadership roles and increasing their skills and 
understandings, the climate of support for hurtful behavior 
will decline, con&icts will be more readily resolved, and 
young people will more frequently intervene in a positive 
manner. e other vitally important shi that must be made 
is away from punitive interventions to restorative 
interventions that address the challenges of all students 
involved.

Positive Strategies
e following are recommendations for how summer camp 
leadership can better address the issue of positive relations 
and the prevention of bullying and other hurtful behavior:

• Establish policy provisions against hurtful behavior, 
including disparagement, bullying, harassment, and 
physical assault and ensure the communication of that 
policy to campers and their parents. All campers 
should know to whom and how they should report 
serious or ongoing concerns. Guidelines should be 
developed for a more formal intervention process to be 
followed in more serious or ongoing situations. Policies 
and procedures for communications with parents or 
guardians about these concerns should be established. 
Practices also should include staff requirements and 
the identi#cation and supervision plans for any 
potential “hot spots.”

• Implement positive strategies to encourage positive 
relationships, including speci#c instruction that will be 
provided to campers and other efforts that will be 

- 2 -



made to encourage the establishment of “community. 
Recognize the importance of adult modeling of 
acceptance and respectful treatment of all campers and 
of each other. Encourage staff to make a consistent 
practice of positive acknowledgement of positive 
behavior. 

‣ Embrace Civility in the Digital Age’s instructional 
program, Be a Friend ~ Lend a Hand: How Young 
People can Reduce Bullying & “Drama,” provides a 
positive norms, effective skills instructional approach 
to encourage youth leadership in positive peer 
intervention, reduction in hurtful behavior, and 
building self-con#dence that can be used in a camp 
environment. More information below.  

• Provide explicit instructions provided to all camp staff 
on effective strategies to intervene in hurtful situations 
they witness. ese situations could include minor 
disparagement, con&ict, more signi#cant bullying or 
harassment, or physical assault. Staff members should 
be required to intervene in negative situations they 
witness. Situations that are more minor can likely be 
resolved by these staff members.  More major situations 
should be referred for intervention at a higher level. A 
mechanism for referring such difficulties should be 
established. Staff members should report all incidents, 
so that overall patterns of concern can be tracked. 

‣ Guidance on strategies for immediate intervention is 
included in the Adult Guide to Be a Friend ~ Lend a 
Hand: How Young People Can Reduce Bullying & 
“Drama.”

• Advise staff also to very attentive to the emotional well-
being of those campers who might be more typically 
targeted. is includes campers who are overweight or 
obese, have disabilities, have or are perceived to have a 
minority sexual orientation or identity, are a racial or 
religious minority, are “different” or are having 
challenges being away from home. Identify campers 
who are at risk, as early as possible and implement 
strategies to enable these youth to connect with other 
campers. One strategy to do this may be to form a triad 
with one older, socially competent camper with two 
younger campers who are having difficulties #tting in, 
with the objective of forming a friendship pairing of 
the younger two campers. Ensure there are fun 
alternative activities that are available for youth who 
have weight or disability challenges that may interfere 
with their ability to participate in physical activities. 

• Hold a meeting with older, returning campers to 
discuss issues of camper relationships. Ask these young 
people about concerns they witnessed or experienced 
in prior camp sessions to determine whether there are 
any “hot spots” or other challenges, as well as what 
activities and approaches were thought to be effective. 
Ask these campers for their leadership during the camp 

session in fostering a positive community. Ask whether 
they would be willing to be called upon to step in to 
assist any younger or newer campers who are having 
personal relationship or other difficulties.

• Ensure the camp nurse is attentive to concerns of 
campers who seek nursing attention for medical issues 
that could indicate the psychosocial manifestation of 
interpersonal relationship concerns. is speci#cally 
includes headaches and stomach aches. e nurse 
should be instructed to speci#cally ask about any 
interpersonal relationship concerns. Such medical 
concerns could also be associated with being away 
from home. 

• Administer a very brief camper survey regarding 
interpersonal relationships towards the middle of the 
camp session to determine whether there are any 
challenges that have not otherwise been detected. is 
survey could also include other items related to 
activities. e survey results should be quickly 
evaluated to determine the need for any corrective 
action. 

• Recognizing the normalcy of a range of sexual 
orientations and gender identity, develop policies and 
practices that address the concerns of sexual minority 
youth.20  As many campers may have concerns about 
disrobing in front of peers, providing a means to 
ensure privacy either within each cabin or a close 
distance away is highly recommended.

• In situations where a camper has engaged in serious or 
repeated hurtful behavior against another camper, a 
method to hold this young person accountable, stop 
the hurtful acts, remedy the harm, and restore 
community relationships is recommended. 

‣ In an intervention discussion with this young person 
ask the following questions: What happened? What 
were you trying to accomplish? Why did you think 
what you were doing was okay? (Listen for and 
challenge any of the above rationalizations.) Was 
anyone else supporting you in your thinking this was 
okay? If so, who and how? How would you feel if 
someone treated you or your best friend like you 
treated this other camper? If an adult you admire 
had seen what you did, what do you think this he or 
she would have said to you? What challenges are you 
facing that contributed to what you did or your 
thinking this was okay? What are your thoughts now 
about what you did? 

‣ Enter into a written Accountability Agreement with 
this young person that includes the following 
statements:  acknowledgement of what he or she did 
and that this was wrong, agreement to reasonable 
safety requests of the young person who was 
targeted, what he or she will you say to friends about 
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this situation, actions to make things right for the 
young person who was harmed, actions to make 
things right to the camp community, and agreement 
to avoid engaging in any further harmful acts. is 
statement should be signed by the camper. If 
possible, a call should be made to the camper’s 
parents so that the situation can be explained to 
them. e camper should read the provisions of the 
Accountability Agreement to his or her parents. 
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Additional Resources

Embrace Civility in the Digital Age’s Be a Friend ~ Lend a 
Hand: How Young People can Reduce Bullying & “Drama” 
program provides instructional resources for young people 
in the form of a booklet and a slideshow. is program also 
has an Adult Guide that provides insight into strategies to 
encourage positive peer intervention, the reduction of 
hurtful behavior, and self-con#dence. A video presentation 
of the insight contained in the Adult Guide is also available 
for professional development purposes.
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