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Research

Camp Processes or Mechanisms that Bring 
about Reports of Social Support

Samuel G. Roberson 

Abstract

Childhood cancer not only has impacts on the children themselves, but also on 
their families and siblings. Studies have suggested that siblings of children with cancer 
are often the most emotionally disregarded and distressed of all family members as a 
result of their sibling having cancer.  Thus, finding mechanisms to ameliorate stress are 
critical. Early intervention and treatment may serve as protective factors against risky 
behavior and lead to more normative child development and well-being. One method 
of improving the psychosocial adjustment of siblings of children with cancer has been 
through interventions such as camp experiences that include opportunities for campers 
to experience social support. Thus the purpose of the study was to determine how camp-
ers perceived social support and to gain an understanding of what processes occurred at 
camp that led campers to perceive feelings of social support. Semi-structured interviews 
were conducted with eight participants in a 3 ½-day residential camp for siblings of chil-
dren with cancer.  Qualitative findings provided a narrative description of how campers 
perceived social support. In addition, social comparison was identified as a critical mecha-
nism.  Overarching perceptions of campers were that people at camps were nice and that 
staff can be instrumental in facilitating universality and a cycle of reciprocity. 

 KEYWORDS: Camp, cancer, sibling, social support, social comparison, therapeutic 
recreation, youth development   
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Childhood cancer is among the lead-
ing causes of illness-related death of chil-
dren in the United States (National Cancer 
Institute, 2008). Childhood cancer has ob-
vious impacts on the children themselves, 
but also impacts parents and siblings. 
While studies have been conducted on the 
impacts of cancer on ill children and their 
parents, limited consideration has been 
given to the impacts of cancer on healthy 
siblings (Murray, 1999). Williams (1997) 
has suggested that siblings of chronically ill 
children are at risk for behavior problems, 
lower social competence and self-esteem, 
shyness, somatic complaints, poor peer re-
lations, delinquency, loneliness, isolation, 
anxiety, depression, anger, excessive worry, 
and poor or failing school grades. Siblings 
of children with cancer often find their 
normative development slowed by the pri-
ority given by parents to their ill sibling’s 
treatment and thus siblings may be at risk 
for delayed maturity and development of 
socialization skills (Williams). Early inter-
vention and treatment may serve as pro-
tective factors against risky behavior and 
lead to more normative child development 
and well-being. 

A full range of studies have demon-
strated that social support has an impor-
tant causal effect on health and exposure 
to stress (House, Umberson, & Landis, 
1988). Despite existing research, there is 
still a need to better understand the effi-
cacy of intervention programs designed to 
reduce stress across a variety of settings. In 
one study, Murray (2001) suggested that a 
possible method of improving the psycho-
social adjustment of siblings of children 
with cancer was through interventions 
such as camp experiences that include op-
portunities for campers to experience so-
cial support.  Some research efforts have 
been undertaken to understand how camp 
attendance impacts feelings of social sup-
port, which is thought to play a role in 

how children cope with having a sibling 
diagnosed with cancer (Murray; Roberts, 
1988; Williams, 1997). While previous 
studies have demonstrated that social sup-
port occurs at camp, there is a need to 
understand better how campers perceive 
social support; and the elements of camp 
identified as leading to social support.  

Meltzer and Rourke (2003) demon-
strated that through the mechanism of 
social comparison, campers reported feel-
ing greater similarity to camp peers than 
non-camp peers, and improved psycho-
social outcomes.  However, the study 
stopped short of identifying what designed 
or natural factors led campers to their im-
proved perceptions (e.g., social structures 
and processes naturally occurring within a 
camp setting). If we can better understand 
these factors, camps can intentionally plan 
and design the camp experience for maxi-
mum impact. Moreover, if we can better 
understand the social support perceived 
by campers, then we can better plan the 
intentionality of interventions to increase 
these positive perceptions. 

Review of Literature

House (1981) has suggested that we 
all have an intuitive sense of what consti-
tutes social support: we know people who 
we regard as “supporters” or “supportive” 
and that our parents are generally our ear-
liest sources of support. House also points 
out that support is eventually expanded to 
include relatives, friends, spouse, children, 
church members, teachers, physicians and 
others.  

Social support has received substan-
tial consideration as a mediator of the re-
lationship between stress and adjustment 
in adults (Cobb, 1976; House, 1981) and 
more recently in children (Murray, 1999). 
In House’s (1981) seminal work, he identi-
fied four broad categories of social support:
Emotional support is associated with shar-
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ing life experiences. It involves the 
provision of empathy, love, trust and 
caring. 

Informational support involves the provi-
sion of advice, suggestions, and 
information that a person can use to 
address problems. 

Instrumental support involves the provi-
sion of tangible aid and services that 
directly assist a person in need.

Appraisal support involves the provi-
sion of information that is useful for 
self-evaluation purposes: construc-
tive feedback, affirmation and social 
comparison.

This conception led other scholars (e.g., 
Barrera, 1986; Vaux et al., 1986) to focus 
their attention on the elements comprising 
social support such as the size of network 
resources and network membership iden-
tity, subjective perceptions or appraisals 
of support provided by network members, 
and specific behaviors provided by mem-
bers also referred to as “enacted support” 
(Dubow & Ullman, 1989). Barrera (1986) 
also argued that researchers should draw 
clear distinctions between the different as-
pects of social support in order to increase 
understanding of the role of social support 
in adjustment. A theoretical framework 
put forth by House, Umberson, and Lan-
dis (1988) provided a guide in Roberson’s 
(2008) efforts to understand the designed 
and natural factors leading campers to 
perceive social support and ultimately to 
improve their well-being. Roberson’s find-
ings suggested that camps may serve as an 
equalizer of stress and normality for par-
ticipants during unstable times.

Murray’s (1999) review of the lit-
erature concluded that research aimed at 
identifying what interventions siblings of 
children with cancer perceive as supportive 
would be of immense value. House (1981) 
suggested that the method of using per-
ceived support is the most appropriate pro-

cedure in initial efforts to understand the 
relationship between social support, stress, 
and health. Martinson et al. (1990) and La-
Greca (1992) have suggested that siblings 
of children with cancer are the most emo-
tionally disregarded and distressed of all 
family members as a result of their sibling 
having cancer. This stress can have nega-
tive consequences.  For example, people 
under stress are more susceptible to illness; 
depression, anxiety, low self-confidence, 
and dissatisfaction with life than are peo-
ple not experiencing stress (Martiniuk, 
2003). Exposure to stress has a negative 
impact on the immune system and places 
siblings at risk for health problems. Thus, 
finding mechanisms to ameliorate stress is 
critical. 

Social Comparison

Feelings of social support may depend 
on social comparisons that individuals 
make while they are at camp. Social com-
parison theory suggests that as humans, we 
have an innate drive to evaluate our emo-
tions and abilities (Meltzer & Rourke, 2003). 
One mechanism for achieving comparison 
is to equate one’s personal circumstances 
to those of others as a way to understand 
and cope with difficult life circumstances. 
“Upward comparisons” occur when com-
parisons are made to others who are better 
off, and “downward comparisons” occur 
when comparisons are made to others that 
are less-fortunate. Downward comparisons 
are often helpful to coping as these often 
present a case where the situation could be 
worse (Meltzer & Rourke, 2003). 

In his seminal work, Festinger noted 
that when individuals with unstable self-
evaluations are given the opportunity to 
compare themselves to others, the com-
parison has considerable impact on future 
self-evaluations. In experiments examining 
abilities and opinions, Festinger reported 
subjects almost always shift their level of 
aspiration closer to the level of the perfor-
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mance of others when scores of others are 
made available for comparison. Festinger 
further suggested that to the extent an op-
portunity for self-evaluation does not ex-
ist, the drive for self-evaluation becomes a 
force that motivates persons to belong to 
groups and associate with others: “People 
tend to move into groups which, in their 
judgment, hold opinions which agree with 
their own and whose abilities are near their 
own” (p. 136). Meltzer and Rourke (2003) 
extended studies of social comparison to 
camp settings and found that: 

(a) Participants reported feeling 
more similar to camp peers that 
non-camp peers; (b) Adolescent 
participants reported significantly 
greater social acceptance when 
comparing themselves to camp 
peers versus non-camp peers; and 
(c) Loneliness was significantly 
predicted by how different chil-
dren felt from non-camp peers 
(those who felt more different re-
ported more loneliness). (p. 7)  

Camp Settings 

Authors including Freud (1955), Erik-
son (1963), and Bolig (1980) have suggest-
ed that recreation can help children devel-
op adaptive coping skills that contribute 
to a better sense of well-being (Martiniuk, 
2003). In addition, a number of research-
ers have suggested that recreation has 
beneficial consequences for psychological 
well-being and health (Caldwell & Smith, 
1988; Chalip, Thomas & Voyle, 1992; Iso-
Ahola, 1988; Iso-Ahola & Weissinger, 1984; 
Tinsley & Tinsley, 1986; Weissinger & Iso-
Ahola, 1984). Hvizdala, Miale and Barnard 
(1978) indicated that the first camp for 
cancer patients was not established until 
1978 and sometime later for siblings of 
children with cancer. Today, however, psy-
chosocial support programs are more read-
ily available to assist families dealing with 
the cancer experience. Nevertheless, only a 

limited number of studies have investigat-
ed the efficacy of camps as one method of 
intervention for children with cancer, and 
fewer address siblings. In one such study, 
Martiniuk (2003) suggested that summer 
camps serving either children with cancer 
or siblings of children with cancer can pro-
duce beneficial outcomes due to their pro-
vision of social support. 

While previous studies have demonstrat-
ed that social support and social comparison 
occur at camps for siblings of children with 
cancer (Meltzer & Rourke 2003; Murray, 2001; 
Roberts, 1988; Williams, 1997), these studies 
have not fully explored the characteristics of 
the camp experience that produce these out-
comes.  Thus, the purpose of this study was to 
explore how campers experience social sup-
port (emotional, informational, instrumental, 
and appraisal) at a 3 ½  day residential camp 
and to gain an understanding of what pro-
cesses occurred at camp that led campers to 
perceive feelings of social support.  

Methods

Camp Grey Dove is a resident camp 
program sponsored by Any Baby Can (ABC), 
an Austin, TX non-profit agency.  The camp 
is held at Peaceable Kingdom (PK) in Killeen, 
TX.  The camp program serves siblings of 
children with cancer and runs 7 consecutive 
days with two separate 3 ½ day sessions. 
Campers in this study attended one of the 
two sessions. The camp was staffed by eight 
social workers, three volunteer counselors, 
and nine counselors in training.  PK staff 
included a combination of permanent and 
seasonal camp staff.  In addition, specialists 
were brought in to teach scuba diving and 
nature education.  PK provided basic camp 
activities and staff to facilitate them, while 
ABC staff provided facilitation for group ses-
sions, supervised, and worked with campers 
outside of activities led by PK’s staff.  Camp 
was part of ABC’s overall strategy to provide 
support services for families of children 
with special needs.
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Participants

Campers from two summer camp ses-
sions held at Camp Grey Dove were in-
cluded in the study, one session serving 
children ages 7 to 10 and the other chil-
dren ages 11 to 14. Combined, 31 children 
arrived at camp.  All campers had siblings 
who were living or had lived with cancer. 
Over half of the campers (54%) had at-
tended Camp Grey Dove before and 64% 
attended the previous year. The ethnic 
makeup of campers was diverse with 50% 
of the children identified as Hispanic; 
20.8% White; 12.5% African-American; 
and 16.7% other.  The camp had approxi-
mately the same number of girls and boys. 

The study was approved by the Uni-
versity’s Institutional Review Board and 
written consent was secured from each 
child’s parent/guardian before camp 
started.  In addition, before participat-
ing in planned interviews, assent was se-
cured from the identified campers.  Of the 
original 31 children, one female departed 
early due to emotional toll created by the 
recent loss of an ill sibling.  In addition, 
five campers’ parents either failed to sign 
consent or dropped their child from study 
upon the conclusion of camp. Thus, there 
were 25 campers included in the study.  

Data Collection/Procedures

Semi-structured interviews were con-
ducted with eight of 25 participants. Each 
interview was audio-taped and the tran-
scribed. Each interviews lasted approxi-
mately 15 minutes. When transcribing the 
tape, all participants were assigned pseud-
onyms. The researcher was immersed with-
in the camp with opportunities to observe 
all aspects of camp. While this study reports 
on the qualitative interview responses of 
eight campers, observations of all 25 camp-
ers were included in the data analysis. 

Participant observations of camp and 
semi-structured interviews with selected 
campers were used to help gain insights 

concerning the impact of the camp expe-
rience on siblings of children with cancer. 
Journaling was used to record structured 
observations of the researcher during camp 
(Miles & Huberman, 1994).  According to 
Marshall and Rossman (2006), participant 
observation requires first hand involvement 
in the target setting, in this case Camp Grey 
Dove, as immersion offers the researcher 
an opportunity to learn from a direct ex-
perience of the camp setting. Experiencing 
camp first hand provided opportunities for 
personal reflections which were integral to 
the emerging analysis of this sibling group, 
and afforded new vantage points and op-
portunities to make the strange familiar and 
the familiar strange (Glesne, 1999).

During the study, analytic memos were 
recorded as a way of noting behaviors and 
interactions as they occurred at camp. In 
addition, the researcher kept written notes 
and created reflective memos describing 
thoughts and insights gained through ob-
serving the camp (Wolcott, 1994). Analytic 
memos included the noting of observations 
that appeared to have a literature fit with so-
cial support and reflective memos included 
the researchers periodic summarizing reflec-
tion of what had been experienced by the 
campers and participant researcher. 

Interview Guide

Interview questions were used to help 
gain insights concerning what aspect of the 
camp experience led campers to feel social 
support. Questions asked included “I came 
to camp because?, What did you learn by 
being at camp?, Tell me about your brother 
or sister who has cancer., How does their 
having cancer make you feel?, How did 
camp help you with your feelings?, Did 
you make friends at camp?, and  If yes, tell 
me about them?” 

Data Analysis

The author conducted a qualitative 
analysis of the interview and observation 
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transcripts through use of a phenomeno-
logical approach. The approach allowed for 
the camper’s collective shared experiences 
to be narrated (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). 
The focus of the author’s inquiry was to 
describe the campers’ essential experience 
with the phenomenon of social support. 

Coding of transcripts was guided by 
previously indentified components of so-
cial support (emotional, informational, 
instrumental, and appraisal).  In addition, 
open coding was also done to allow other 
themes to emerge. This process allowed 
categories to become containers into 
which segments of text were placed (Mar-
shall & Rossman, 2006). To enhance trust-
worthiness, it was important to protect 
against one-sided interpretations; thus, the 
researcher read and re-read the transcripts 
to determine appropriate themes (Hen-
derson, 1991). Upon completion of initial 
categorization into themes, the principal 
investigator and an academic colleague 
also read the transcripts and categorized re-
sponses. The review of the transcripts dem-
onstrated high level of agreement in terms 
of themes and the placement of responses 
within those themes. 

As categories of meaning emerged the 
researcher searched for those that had in-
ternal and external convergence (Guba, 
1978).  Interpretive coding was used to 
help focus on abstract issues and causal 
conditions (Patton, 2002). An attempt was 
made to build a story that identified the 
connection made in findings with theo-
retical propositions associated with social 
support and more recently social compari-
son as posited in the literature. 

The Author’s Frame of Reference

The author’s involvement in under-
standing childhood cancer and impacts 
began in 1991 when his own child was 
diagnosed with leukemia cancer. As a re-

sult of experiencing treatment regimes 
and attending family camp, having two 
daughters attend sibling camp, and a son 
attend patient camp, the author devel-
oped some understanding of the value of 
cancer camp interventions. During gradu-
ate school studies, an opportunity arose 
to conduct an evaluation of Camp Grey 
Dove, a camp for siblings of children with 
cancer to identify the benefits of the camp 
experience to help justify requests to foun-
dations for funding.  The author conduct-
ed an evaluation of Camp Grey Dove for 
2 consecutive years. During the first year, 
the author observed camp and completed 
an evaluation for Camp Grey Dove. This 
initial experience was followed by a more 
intense effort the next summer to provide 
additional evaluation insights and pursue 
a thesis study examining the experience of 
social support (Roberson). The latter find-
ings are presented in this article.

Results

This study was designed to understand 
better the processes or mechanisms occur-
ring at a camp for siblings of children with 
cancer that brought about reports of social 
support.  The following themes emerged 
regarding the types of social support iden-
tified by campers and how social compari-
son helped facilitate these feelings. Pseud-
onyms for the eight campers interviewed, 
along with gender, age, prior Camp Grey 
Dove camp attendance, and status of ill 
sibling at the time of camp are provided in 
Table 1.1

Emotional Support

Emerging themes regarding the source 
of emotional support included: 1) people 
at camp being encouraging; 2) people be-
ing nice; 3) camp providing an empathic 
support system; and 4) campers being able 
to express feelings at camp. Campers were 

1 All campers were given pseudonyms to protect their identity. Coding at the end of quotes provides information 
to enabling tracing the quotes back to the original interview transcripts. 
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encouraged to participate by the counselors, 
supportive peer campers, and Counselors in 
Training (CITs).  Campers described how 
there was no ridicule associated with not 
participating. For example, Roderick, dur-
ing his participation in a rock climbing ac-
tivity, described how he felt supported at 
camp. He stated, “Like, ‘you can do it, you 
can do it, climb!’ but if you don’t climb it 
and you go back down, they’ll still con-
gratulate you.”

Campers perceived they were able to 
both express and explain feelings at camp 
to others who offered empathic support. 
One camper indicated he was able to “ex-
plain how I felt” to a particular counselor 
and also her friends.  Another indicated be-
ing “able to talk about feelings” at camp 
in group sessions and at the lodge cabin.  
Campers reported that group sessions were 
a place they felt supported and were able 
to talk about feelings.  Jim attempted to ex-
plain the emotional benefits of group ses-
sions when he commented about “just be-
ing able to talk about my feelings…having 
counselors who can relate to us… They’re 
nice to be around and being allowed to 
express my feelings in group sessions 

was like a weight was being lifted off my  
shoulders.” Empathy was perceived as gen-
uine from similar others who were able to 
relate to campers’ lived experiences. 

Informational Support 

Emerging themes regarding the source 
of informational support were oriented 
around campers receiving: 1) clarification 
about the ill sibling’s condition; and 2) in-
formation that provided an adaptive skill 
for the camper. The focus of the camp was 
not on informing campers about knowl-
edge of cancer, as some sibling camps have 
done. However, campers shared informa-
tion amongst themselves, which led to 
perceptions of informational support.  In 
one instance, a female camper shares how 
information at camp helped: 

Angel … “Because when my sister 
had just passed, and my grandma 
and my family wasn’t eating.  But 
when I came to camp, I learned 
that depression could really hurt 
a family, and I just talked to my 
grandma and grandpa how I 
learned that when you love some-
body and they pass, you can move 

TABLE 1:
Interviewee Background Information

Pseudonym
Name

Gender Age
Attended Prior

CGD Camp Ill Sibling Status

Jack M 9 Yes Off treatment 11 year old brother

Kathy F 9 Yes
Off treatment 8 year old brother  
diagnosed at  2 ½

Angel F 10 Yes Deceased older sister

Roderick M 10 No Off treatment older sister

Tabithia F 12 Yes
Deceased older brother at age 6 when she 
was age 2

Aaron M 13 Yes Off treatment 13 yr old twin brother

Jimmy M 13 Yes Deceased older brother at 16

Selena F 14 No Deceased recently younger brother age 6
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on, but not really fast. And they 
would want you to live longer and 
stay happy with your family.”   

Instrumental Support

Data analysis indicated that instru-
mental support occurred as a result of 
others being 1) helpful and 2) thoughtful, 
which led to the perception among camp-
ers that they had 3) gained adaptive coping 
skills. Campers generalized helpfulness by 
reporting that they were able to relate to 
others at camp, which was associated with 
their receiving helpful advice and learning 
from other campers. Observing other camp-
ers open up in group sessions was a tan-
gible aide to campers’ willingness to open 
up and share feelings. Thoughtfulness was 
descriptive of how campers perceived other 
campers treated expressions of feelings and 
disclosure of information as confidential.   
Other campers sharing information led 
campers to report gaining adaptive coping 
skills that had transference at home. Two 
campers’ comments helped illustrate camp-
er’s perceptions. Jim stated that “Most of 
the other campers have a lot advice for cer-
tain stuff...and just everyone has good ad-
vice for something or other,” whereas Kathy 
shared that “It made me comfortable to talk 
about my feelings about cancer with all my 
friends, ‘cause I could do it here, so I could 
do it, like, with my feelings at home…” 

Appraisal Support

Emerging themes indicated that 
campers perceived appraisal support in 
three ways: 1) having an ability to relate 
to others at camp; 2) being in an empathic 
environment; and 3) camp providing a safe 
and supportive environment. 

Ability to relate was associated with 
campers’ perception that other campers’ 
affirmation was more credible because of 
their shared lived experiences. One camp-
er noted, “I learned, I thought that there 
weren’t many kids like me but it turns out 

that there really are.” Jim and Angel pro-
vided examples how they articulated their 
developed awareness from appraising their 
circumstances at camp.  

Angel stated, “Sometimes when 
you have, like friends, that have, 
or need to talk about it, you can 
talk to them and they will un-
derstand because they are go-
ing through what you’re going 
through, and that’s how I feel 
comfortable.”

Jim stated, “I learned, I thought 
that there weren’t many kids like 
me but it turns out that there re-
ally are.”

It is the story sharing that explicated 
shared feelings of isolation, jealousy, and 
afforded an opportunity for campers to dis-
cover the universality that existed within 
each camper’s story.  As campers learned of 
others’ stories, an empathic environment 
was established and carried over into the 
camp experience. An empathic environ-
ment was expressed as camp being a place 
where all campers received special atten-
tion:   “People like help me by, they ask me 
how I’m doing and stuff, and they pretty 
much take care of me and make the kids 
here the center attention. So everybody 
gets equal attention... I like to know what 
people think about me and I like to know 
that people think about others too.”

Interview data suggested that camp-
ers reported learning that it is good to talk 
to someone about their feelings.  Campers 
perceived themselves to be encouraged by 
the supportive actions of others, which also 
provided affirmation.  Campers described a 
safe and supportive environment free from 
ridicule and where a norm of confidenti-
ality was maintained:  ‘We…when we did 
the group sessions we had to promise not 
to tell anybody what was happening, and 
that made me feel safer, and then when we 
started talking about it I realized I wanted 
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to talk about it and I talked about it with 
my friends here.”

Overall the interviews with campers 
and observations conducted at camp pro-
vided a better understanding of what as-
pects of the camp experience led campers 
to report that they had received social sup-
port at camp. In addition, it appeared that 
the mechanism of social comparison was 
present as campers perceived themselves 
to be in the presence of similar others. The 
following section will attempt to elucidate 
how social comparison was perceived at 
camp.  

Social Comparison 

Two emerging themes explain how 
participants perceived social comparison 
to occur: 1) sense of belonging and 2) be-
ing in an empathic environment of simi-
lar others. Campers reported being able 
to relate to other campers on a level that 
made them feel comfortable, thus allowing 
them to express their feelings. This ability 
to express feelings among similar others 
created a sense of relatedness that led to 
bonding, comfort, and the development 

of coping skill competencies. Campers re-
ported learning that it is good to talk with 
others when feeling troubled and in some 
cases began to enjoy talking with others at 
camp. Kathy expressed her perception of 
the benefit of having similar others around 
stating:“Well like, we know how other 
people feel, like how we feel when they’ve 
had cancer and like not every single person 
knows how someone feels and if you need 
to talk to somebody its better, it feels better 
if they know how you feel.”

However, in the grand scheme of how 
campers are connected, it was acknowl-
edged by campers that the commonal-
ity that existed between them was cancer. 
For example, Selena shared the following: 
“Well we’ve all had a brother or sister that 
passed away and I don’t think it really mat-
ters what kind of cancer they had, I mean 
it’s still the same thing, it is still cancer.” 

Discussion

Results from this study have con-
firmed that social support was occurring at 
camp and identified key factors regarding 
the nature of this support. Furthermore, 

FIGURE 1:  Social Support Theme and Subtheme development.

Theme Emerging Subthemes

Emotional Support

1.  People are encouraging at camp,
2.  People are nice at camp,
3.  Camp provides an empathic support system, and
4.  Campers are able to express their feelings.

Informational Support
1.  Clarification of ill sibling’s condition, and
2.  Clarification that provided adaption skills for camper.

Instrumental Support
1.  Helpfulness,
2.  Coping Skills, and
3.  Thoughtfulness.

Appraisal Support
1.  Ability to relate,
2.  Empathic environment, and
3.  Safe and supportive environment.

Social Comparison

1.  Able to be empathetic,
2.  Sense of belonging,
3.  Sibling Club and
4.  Able to talk or express feelings.
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social comparison was a critical mecha-
nism in the development of this support, 
reinforcing the value of camps designed 
for campers with shared circumstances and 
needs. This finding supports the work of 
Devine and Dawson (2010), which indicat-
ed that “condition-specific” camps (or in 
this case situation-specific camps) may of-
fer certain benefits that “inclusive” camps 
cannot provide. 

Results of the current study can be in-
terpreted in the context of three broader 
themes that encompass the more specific 
mechanisms that led campers to perceive 
that they were being supported. These 
themes are conceptualized here as “people 
are nice”, “universality”, and “reciprocity”. 
Within these three broad themes, both de-
signed and natural aspects of camp appear 
to have influenced campers’ perceptions 
of social support.  A discussion follows on 
what processes occurred within these three 
general themes to allow campers to per-
ceive feelings of social support. 

People Are Nice 

Camp Grey Dove affords an opportu-
nity for siblings of children with cancer to 
be away from the normal conditions of a 
home environment.  Being able to go to 
camp is important since it is the siblings 
of children with cancer who are the most 
emotionally disregarded and distressed of 
all family members as a result of their sib-
ling having cancer (LaGreca 1992; Martin-
son et al., 1990). Therefore, it is not surpris-
ing that campers responded positively to a 
supportive environment. When campers 
were asked to describe supportive behav-
iors, it became apparent that campers had 
already thought about this question prior 
to sitting down for an interview. An over-
arching perception by campers was that 
people at camp were nice.  In addition, an 
observed presence of universality and a cy-
cle of reciprocity at camp helped elucidate 
an explanation of the nice phenomenon.    

At camp, norms and values were es-
tablished in group sessions and carried out 
throughout the camp experience. Campers 
were guided through a process of establish-
ing a means of communication and con-
duct at camp during the very first group 
session. Campers agreed to respect others; 
not ridicule others; adhere to confidential-
ity; honor each other’s right to participate 
by choice or right to pass. These norms 
served to self-regulate camper’s behavior. 
As these norms were honored, campers 
reported perceiving others at camp as be-
ing helpful; thoughtful; empathetic; and 
nicer than friends at home. As a result, 
these norms and perception lead campers 
to equate that people at camp are nice. 

There seemed to be a willingness to 
expect the good in all campers and have 
the patience to understand that campers 
come to camp with similar issues occurring 
at home. Previous campers had not forgot-
ten how they felt the first time they came 
to camp and openly sought to make the 
experience of others pleasant. Appraisal 
support suggests that people have a need 
for approval from others and people tend 
to socially compare when they we do not 
have an accurate appraisal of themselves. 
A part of seeking approval at camp was 
experiencing the perception that one had 
availed themselves to others for support as 
they had been shown support in the past. 
This equated to a concern for the wellbeing 
of others at camp. At camp, there was an 
expectation of nice, and meanness did not 
fit nor seem to survive within this norm. 
This finding is illustrated by Tabithia’s will-
ingness to seek friendship and overcome 
the perception of mean from a camper that 
exuded a cold demeanor: “I met Selena, 
and she’s very nice. And I thought she was 
gonna’ be mean, ‘cause I saw her and she 
looked like kind of a mean person but once 
you get to meet her and talk to her she’s 
very nice.” Observations at camp suggested 
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that this desire to seek friendships grew out 
of the “nice” norm that occurred at camp 
and the establishment of commonality 
early in the group sessions.   

Universality

Universality occurs when a camper 
perceives that other members share similar 
feelings or problems (Yalom, 1995). Camp-
ers appeared connected at camp by a com-
mon set of experiences at home (e.g., re-
strictive activity, excessive hand washing). 
These connections developed into a cul-
ture or special club that finds its existence 
in the common knowledge of all campers 
having a right to belong to this club as a 
result of their having a sibling with cancer. 
When not at camp, the campers were sub-
ject to the social norms at home, school, 
church, etc. Those norms served to re-
strict behaviors as well as guide acceptance 
within the particular contextual setting. 
The norms govern the ways they come 
together and negotiate acceptable interac-
tions. When campers come to camp, they 
have to negotiate a different set of norms, 
values, and beliefs. 

Kids at camp reported feeling as 
though friends at home showed concern 
for their welfare; however, the concern 
felt more like sympathy or was perceived 
as feeling sorry for them. In addition, for 
many campers, normal interactions within 
their social networks at home were restrict-
ed possibly creating a perception for camp-
ers of no longer being normal. Suddenly, 
kids come to camp with a renewed op-
portunity to create a set of norms in a way 
that they can think of themselves as being 
normal. Thus, camp provided an opportu-
nity to reconnect with the norms, values 
and beliefs that may have existed in their 
home life prior to the ill sibling’s diagnosis. 
This supports Festinger (1954) reporting 
that when our evaluation of ourselves in 
private are unstable, given an opportunity 
to compare ourselves with others, the com-

parison would have a considerable impact 
on one’s self-evaluation. It could be that 
camp provided training for how to deal 
with a new set of norms allowing kids to 
discover that it is normal to deal with a dif-
ferent set of norms as a part of what hap-
pens when someone gets sick. Parents were 
likely to have experienced the processes 
associated with dealing with unplanned 
events, changes, loss of employment, ill-
ness, and death. While there may be so-
cietal norms associated with how to cope 
with sudden disruptions in lifestyle, there 
is not a manual of preparation beyond 
one’s own experiences. As campers came 
to camp, they participated in an experien-
tial opportunity to build a community of 
people in common. The community was 
based on creating norms, values and be-
liefs associated with having a safe and sup-
portive environment, confidentiality, and 
respect for others, a right to pass, and an 
expectation of people being nice. Counsel-
ors worked with campers to develop these 
norms and campers moved from operating 
at home under norms that appeared abnor-
mal to those that helped them feel normal 
again. Campers functioned within these 
norms found themselves learning to re-
ceive emotional support from empathetic 
others, as well as being able to give support 
to others. Campers went from feeling like 
outsiders, isolated from others experienc-
ing similar circumstances, to having an 
opportunity to communicate with other 
kids with similar home-based experiences. 
How they communicated with each other 
was with kindness and tolerance for oth-
ers who had emotional moments. This was 
illustrated when Aaron didn’t experience 
the completion of the Zip-line high rope 
challenge as he had anticipated and he 
began to distance himself from the group 
during the follow up team building chal-
lenge activity. The group went on with-
out him while Aaron sulked in isolation. 
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Nevertheless, when all of the campers had 
completed the activity except Aaron, the 
attentive social workers asked the group if 
the challenge activity was indeed finished 
if all team members had not completed the 
team building task. At this point, the group 
began to focus on Aaron and began to pro-
vide supportive encouragement. 

Observing Aaron’s interactions within 
his group was quite powerful in further-
ing the expectation of people being sup-
portive. Aaron waited for people to be 
supportive and when the opportunity pre-
sented itself, the campers did not hesitate 
to show tolerance and provide supportive 
encouragement. Moreover, they moved on 
without animosity toward Aaron, which 
allowed him to rejoin the group without 
any ridicule over him having had his emo-
tional moment. Campers seemed to know 
that they all had strong emotions and that 
camp was the place to release those emo-
tions with a full expectation that other 
campers would be understanding or re-
main nice. There were no statements or 
gestures made toward Aaron related to why 
he had chosen to go into isolation. The fo-
cus was on treating him as “special” for 
being a part of the team and contributing 
to the achievement of the team goal.  The 
campers did not allow Aaron’s self-pity to 
control their enjoyment of camp or their 
activity participation. This moment dem-
onstrated the ownership by campers of the 
camp’s goal of helping kids to focus on 
them, that they were deserving of special 
attention and that they should not allow 
an ill sibling’s condition to restrict their 
own right to participation. In addition, at 
camp kids could express genuine feeling 
by way of a silent vote to move on. The 
other kids were not mean, nor were they 
perceived to be by Aaron. Yet, Aaron was 
able to show resilience by being able to 
move from his reserved involvement to be-
coming an essential part of the team in the 

next team challenge activity. Being alone 
at camp occurred only by choice as the 
camp processes valued a sense of belong-
ing for all campers.    

The researcher’s observations sug-
gested that camper’s discomfort with ex-
pressing feelings at home were tied to not 
wanting to receive what they perceived as 
sympathy from others at home. Being em-
pathic is the practice of placing oneself in 
the position of others, and somehow feel-
ing what they are feeling without having 
to share one’s own comparable experience.  
At camp, campers could relate because of 
their shared experience. 

Cycle of Reciprocity 

When campers lost the ability to func-
tion under conditions perceived as normal 
around the home, they became vulnerable 
to the belief that they were somehow dif-
ferent. Upon arriving at camp, campers 
may bring their apprehension about how 
to conduct oneself away from what, for 
some, has become a restrictive home en-
vironment. The camp experience placed 
campers in the presence of similar others 
who could bring shared experiences that 
could help them to begin to normalize 
their circumstances. This process helped 
campers rediscover a sense of normalcy 
and the ability to function more adap-
tively given the situation at home. Find-
ings support House’s (1988) assertion that 
people will feel better psychologically 
when their basic human needs for rela-
tionships are fulfilled. In group sessions, 
campers learned of others’ similar experi-
ences and empathically sought to listen, 
share experiences, and help others feel if 
“I’m okay, and then you’ll be okay.” Over 
time, campers progressed from “I’m not 
okay” to “you’re okay, I’m okay” to “I’m 
okay, you’ll be okay.” As campers enjoyed 
the Camp Grey Dove experience of having 
supportive others, they adopted the inter-
subjective norm of wanting to give back. 



robersoN	 267

As campers returned annually, or later as 
campers in training (CITs), campers took 
on the stance of being the reciprocator, or 
“I’m okay, you’ll be okay.” The presence of 
returning campers was what provided the 
essence of hope and the continuation of 
the tradition of norms that made Camp 
Grey Dove a safe and supportive environ-
ment where people were perceived as nice. 
A conceptual explanation is provided in 
Figure 1. 

Thus, at camp there appeared to be 
a cycle of reciprocity. Camp Grey Dove 
seemed to promote a camp norm that ex-
pected campers to “treat others like you 
have been treated by others.” Reciprocity 
suggests a mutual exchange of favors or re-
sources. At Camp Grey Dove, there was no 
mutual exchange expected from helping 
others to have a good experience at camp. 
On the contrary, it was the opportunity to 
reciprocate, as modeled by prior campers 
and counselors, which made the cycle a 
norm that operated as one of the mecha-
nisms for the friendship bonding that oc-
curred at camp. Thus, there appears to be 

a common theme among prior campers at 
camp to want to help others experience 
what they had enjoyed at camp. 

Conclusions

While previous studies have dem-
onstrated that social support and social 
comparison occur at camps for siblings of 
children with cancer (Meltzer & Rourke, 
2003; Murray, 2001; Roberts, 1988; Wil-
liams, 1997), these studies have not fully 
explored the characteristics of the camp 
experience that produce these outcomes. 
Thus, the purpose of this study was to ex-
plore how campers who were siblings of 
children with cancer perceived social sup-
port at camp and to conduct an interpre-
tive analysis of what aspects of the camp 
experience lead campers to feel supported. 
The current study was guided by House’s 
(1981) framework for research on struc-
tures and processes of social relationships. 
Findings provided a narrative description 
of how campers perceived social support.  
Overarching perceptions of campers were 
that people at camp were nice and staff can 

FIGURE 2.  Cycle of Reciprocity.

“I’m not okay”
“come to camp”

“You’re okay”
“So I’ll be okay”

“I’m okay”
“Return to camp”

“I’m okay”
“So you’ll be okay”
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be instrumental in facilitating universality 
and a cycle of reciprocity.  

Limitations

A limitation of this study is generaliz-
ability as it involves only a camp setting 
with a small number of campers, and was 
solely for siblings of children with cancer 
(specialized vs. inclusive/general).  Future 
studies should examine processes of social 
support in more general camps and other 
specialized camp populations involving 
youth. 

Future Research

Recommendations for research in-
clude consideration of alternate method-
ologies and further examination of how so-
cial support can be fostered through camp 
experiences. Future research on social sup-
port impact at specialty camps is encour-
aged, as well as the extent to which parents 
should be involved in the siblings camping 
experience. Recognizing that the develop-
ment of and implications for social support 
can differ by camp mission, it also would 
be beneficial to study social comparison 
as a mechanism of social support in differ-

ent camp types, especially specialty camps.  
Constructs discussed in this study should 
be operationalized and studied quantita-
tively across larger population samples. 

Implications for Practice

Implications of this study suggest  
intentionally designed camps have the 
ability to impact a broad range of attitudes 
and behaviors. Camp designs should con-
sider incorporating mechanisms of social 
support into pre-camp training and camp 
processes. Social support and social com-
parison appeared to be important mecha-
nisms for the children attending camp. 
Children indicated that other children at 
the camp know what each other are going 
through without necessarily having the 
pressure of needing to explain. Thus, it is 
important that stakeholders committed 
to strengthening families remember to  
consider the needs of siblings of ill  
children to socially interact with similar 
others. In addition, findings from this 
study may have relevance for other  
relationship-based programming settings.
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