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Why does ACA need to change? Why now?
January 2008
Over the last fifteen years, the American Camp Association has made significant progress. We adopted a new charter agreement, hired an incredible visionary CEO, focused our efforts on promoting positive youth development, and conducted a major Capital Campaign. Our Board adopted Policy Governance ® and became a Leadership Board, charged with looking ahead to chart the future course for ACA. 
Along the way, we set high goals for our organization, focusing on the Value, Image, Identity and Influence of ACA. We made huge strides in the area of Value, conducting excellent research that clearly articulates the value of the camp experience. The Image of ACA has been enhanced by our new name and logo. We’ve made gains in establishing a strong Identity, through our online presence, the publication of CAMP Magazine, the development of our first parent newsletter, and our outreach to the Spanish-speaking community via the Web. We’ve even moved forward on Influence, building stronger relationships with the National Collaboration for Youth, the Children & Nature Network, the Search Institute, the American Academy of Pediatrics and others.
We’ve come so far, and yet we have so far to go, and the going will not be easy.

As we look forward, we must face the brutal truths that confront us. Despite all that we have done, our membership has not grown substantially in many years. The vast majority of children who attend camp in the U.S. do so at camps that are not associated with ACA. Far too few children attend ACA camps, and those who do represent a shrinking percentage of the population. ACA is still largely unknown as a brand, and our ability to speak to the public and be heard is limited by our small voice. 

We are faced with these threats to our relevance and to our viability, and too few people really understand the transformative work that we do at our camps each summer, and the life changing potential this could bring to the lives of all children.
We have a choice. We can continue business as usual and allow ourselves to be marginalized--taking solace in each other’s company, and complaining that the public just doesn’t “get it”, or we can do something about it. 
We can make the changes that we need to make in order to achieve our dreams. We have looked at other youth serving organizations that have made this journey and have come to understand that in order to be heard by the public, we must first invite the public in. 

Our National Board is composed almost entirely of dedicated camp professionals, most of whom have served ACA for years as volunteers in Sections and at a national level. As leaders of our association, the National Board has faced the brutal truths that confront us and has concluded that the public needs to occupy the majority of seats at our table, if we are to be welcomed and heard at theirs. While camp professionals will always remain an important part of the Board composition, by inviting today’s industry leaders, thought leaders, political leaders, and influential camp parents to join us at the ACA table, we can finally begin to realize our dreams of Value, Image, Identity and Influence. These new board members will bring with them access to substantial financial resources, can help communicate our valuable contribution to society with much stronger voices, and will help us access the financial resources that we need to carry out the wonderful ideas and programs we have always dreamed of implementing.
Change is necessary. Let’s not settle for what has been…let’s dream big dreams together and have the courage to do what it takes to achieve those dreams. 20 million children attending camp by the year 2020, with an ACA membership of 20,000. That’s a change we will all welcome.
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