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Making the Case

20/20 Vision
“In the next few years, associations and their leaders must confront a set of truly daunting challenges; shedding the burdens of the rapidly decaying economic framework for the association of the past, building creative new business models that can sustain the association of the future, and overcoming the legacy of governance structures that undermine the full transition of the organization from the previous century into this one.”  ASAE and the Center for Association Leadership from Association NOW, August 2007.

The American Camp Association® (ACA), as an association nearing its 100th birthday, has managed to evolve and adapt over time.  Today, ACA is possibly facing the most critical need in its history to facilitate a powerful transformation. As an association we can effect a change that creates an environment that embraces viability—viability not for the camp community but for children, youth, and families . . . those who need and deserve the camp experience.

Now, not later, is the time to act.  It is not about camp but making people better.  Our methodology, the camp experience, is the best way to address the world’s nature-deficit disorder.  Our vehicle, the camp experience, is the best way to establish and maintain primary human connections to real, authentic relationships.  Our community, the camp community, is the best way to deliver opportunities for human-powered activities that promote wellness. 
The camp experience serves as a change agent in the lives of nearly ten million children each year.  ACA’s National Board of Directors must model that attribute and serve as the agent of change for the association.  The national board must demonstrate the will to champion a vast, ambitious transformation.  Too often, we sit back, talk, and plan, letting our efforts idle or lay fallow.  Today’s call to action is to move quickly and resist stalling to ensure that we maintain momentum.

“Yet, association leaders continue to fine tune the mechanisms of their existing governance systems, when the top priority should be provoking radically different mindsets among those who govern.  ASAE and The Center for Association Leadership from Association NOW, August 2007.

To act today, will ensure that tomorrow over twenty million children, youth, and adults will go to camp annually.  To act today will cause ACA’s membership to grow twenty thousand strong.  To act today, building strong programs, strong campers, and a strong voice will enrich lives and build better tomorrows.  We are propelled toward a 20/20 vision.
Our Evolution
All organizations travel through a recognized life cycle, moving from infancy through adolescence into bureaucracy and, if not careful, death.  ACA has been as strong as 8,000 members and has suffered a low of 5,000 since its inception in 1910.  ACA traveled through infancy, adolescence, early and late bureaucracy to maturity and by the late 80s was close to death with a threat of bankruptcy.  Leaders stepped forward to move ACA from pending death to rebirth.  A new governance model was adopted in 1988.  By the early 90s core services were developed and a process to develop healthy sections and the Charter process emerged.  In the late 90s, ACA adopted policy governance, revised its logo, dropped the  “ing” promoting instead  “camp,” and initiated the most aggressive, ambitious research in its history on the outcomes of the camp experience.  ACA emerged from infancy once again into adolescence, a period that is often characterized by loss of dedicated board and staff, episodes of chaos, confusion, extremism, and poor productivity.  It is often a period of time that staff tend to be the driving force as boards struggle moving from operations to long-range planning and policy setting.  ACA is maturing once again emerging from the dust, if you will, to realize a time of great opportunity for the camp experience —children, youth, and adults.  ACA is at a precipice to reach optimal performance.
Our Heritage and Culture
Camp, an American tradition, has impacted the lives of more than 500 million children since 1861.  The camp experience preserves and values the natural environment, providing children, youth, and adults with social skills and intimacy with nature that are often overlooked in formal education.  Camps are recognized as a part of the continuum of care for young people in the U.S. and play a vital role in human development.  The camp experience is a hands-on, stimulating part of learning about one’s self, nature, and being part of a larger community.

The camp experience serves as a change agent in the lives of nearly ten million children each year.  That number, although it may sound impressive, is not acceptable.  It represents fewer than 20 percent of the youth population.  If we believe the camp experience adds value to the lives of children, youth, and adults, why would we let ourselves be lulled into satisfaction serving so few?  To serve so few, without qualification, suggests self-serving satisfaction for a small community.  We should possess a social and organizational commitment to ensure all children and youth have the opportunity to participate in a positive camp experience . . . an experience that enriches the lives of children, youth, and adults. We provide enrichment experiences that add value to our natural world, that develop communities of citizens who participate in authentic relationships, and that create opportunities to pursue human-powered activities—all of which promote wellness of both the heart and spirit.

The World in Which We Live
One of the trends we see in the world today is an increasing awareness of social and moral responsibility—how one creates benefit. Another trend we are witnessing is the dramatic change in the landscape of the world population. If camp serves as a change agent in the lives of children, youth, and families, maybe it is time we serve as our own change agent. It is our moral responsibility—our imperative —to articulate how we impact societal needs. If we know many do not embrace the camp experience because of a lack of understanding, opportunity, or fear, does it not behoove us to think how we might change in order to change the thinking of others?   I believe that we must first change how we see and think about ourselves if we hope to change how those around us see us. 
We are at a critical point for children, youth, and adults.  Public education has slowly and steadily eliminated art, limited access to natural environments, reduced the time adults spend with children and youth, and offers fewer and fewer authentic human connections.  Camp programs give children, youth, and adults the opportunity to learn powerful lessons in a community — character-building, skill development, and healthy living — real-time, primary lessons that can be learned nowhere else.  The camp experience is all about healthy relationships with the natural environment, people, and the community.
Our Charge
The first step we must take is to confront the brutal facts that stand between us and success.  Our association systems are not contemporary.  Our association profile does not reflect the changing societal demographics.  When our systems cannot respond to the ever-changing world, our relevance is threatened.  When we look less and less like the world in which we live, our relevance is threatened even more. If we are to experience success, we must not only confront, but tackle, the brutal truth of relevance.  In our rapidly changing world, tomorrow we cannot look like we did one hundred years ago, let alone how we looked yesterday.  It is possible for us to maintain our DNA—the substance of what we are—but, at the same time, in order to survive, evolve.  We must consider a radical rethinking of ourselves and the expression of our value in today’s world.  We may not be able to define camp because it has evolved to encompass so much, but we can certainly define the essential elements of the quality experience.
We suffer brand recognition.  We often feel we only need to say the words more frequently or louder—Camp Gives Kids a World of Good®.  In truth, we may be branding ourselves with the noun “camp” that we no longer own.  Or worse, we may be branding ourselves around a single program that resonates with an ever-shrinking marketplace.

Mattress companies learned years ago that selling mattresses didn’t work.  Customers couldn’t see the value in replacing a perfectly “good” mattress. But, when they started selling “a better night’s sleep,” they were able to realize extraordinary success—convincing consumers that they needed newer and better mattresses—which would result in that “better night’s sleep.” 

We need to brand the value of the experience in the lives of children, youth, and adults.  We have learned that amplifying camp or accreditation does not bring the desired results—whatever we’re saying isn’t resonating as it should with today’s families.  To only brand a noun that we don’t own—nor can we define—in today’s world is shortsighted not only in the camp community but in the public marketplace at large. 

Yet, we cling to a shrinking minority market of people and camps to the detriment of the millions of children and youth who never have a chance to participate in the experience we offer.  Articulation of our value in the broader context of the world serves as a bridge to those who are impacted both by global and social issues—the children, youth, and adults who we are exceptionally positioned to serve.
I suggest we consider a social movement—a movement embraced with emotional intensity and committed to action that is centered on a deeply understood value—the value of the experience.  We must consider a movement that aggressively pursues innovation—innovation that enables the inherent soul of the local, national, and international camp community to act and articulate to the public with collective identity around the benefit of this experience.  We must articulate how we have a positive impact on societal needs and how we change lives to enhance positive citizenship in today’s world.  We must advocate for children, youth, and families first—not camp.  We must not only embrace the notion of “build it and they will come”—we must live it.
We Must Find Our Voice
We are camp professionals, and we are proud of who we are and what we do. But we are more than this. We are advocates for quality, developmental experiences for children, youth, and families.  We are responsible citizens in today’s world.  We must find our voice—a voice that is clear and focused—a voice that is able to offer a strong, calm message of opportunity to those clamoring for reason—a voice that can break through the cacophony of noise and provide children, youth, and families with what they desperately need to hear. 

We cannot use a passive voice or depend on a single one to communicate our message. To do so only weakens clarity and prevents the global reception so desperately needed.  We must galvanize our diverse, multiple voices and establish a turbo-charged trajectory toward the future.  The harmony of those voices will only come with practice—not with hesitation while we wait for perfection or consensus—simply the practice of a collective, strong message.  If camp is meant to “give a world of good,” it is our collective mission—using our voices and vision—to educate and to facilitate a better tomorrow.  A solitary voice, though beautiful, can lack depth.  A choir without diversity in range lacks richness.  Let’s bring our voices together to express better tomorrows.  Express to all who will listen the vision of 20/20!
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