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Abstract  

College and university-based (CUB) summer camps are a prominent pre-collegiate experience targeting middle and 

high school adolescents, which research suggests may enhance college aspirations and preparedness, develop 

academic knowledge and skills, and influence future career choices. This study examines factors that predict the 

relation between affinity for college, program engagement and support, college major selection, and social–emotional 

outcomes stemming from youth involvement in a CUB camp based on data collected from 641 middle and high 

school-aged youth who completed an online questionnaire on the last day of the CUB camp. The findings validated a 

4-factor model comprised of college brand awareness, college relational expectations, college academic interest–

science, and college academic interest–technology. Further, the structural equation model (SEM) results suggested a 

relation between affinity for college, program engagement and support, and social–emotional outcomes. In addition, 

a CUB camp student’s lack of a college major had a significant negative direct effect on some dimensions of affinity 

for college including college brand awareness, college relational expectations, and college academic interest–science. 

CUB camp providers can use the results of this study to better articulate how their programs might impact adolescent 

decision making related to college, as well as inform how CUB camp providers may intentionally create affinity spaces 

that maximize student awareness of college brands as well as their future expectations for the college experience.  
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Introduction 

College and university-based (CUB) summer camps have emerged as a prominent out-of-school 

(OST) experience available to youth (American Camp Association, 2018). While most CUB 

camps occur on college or university campuses, other such programs may be offered at off-

campus sites. CUB camps target outcomes for middle and high school youth that include 

enhancing college aspirations and preparedness for post-high school life (Bourdeau et al., 2014; 

Kirk & Day, 2011), developing academic knowledge and skills (e.g., Fields, 2009), improving 

social–emotional skills (Bourdeau et al., 2014), and influencing future career choices 

(Bhattacharyya et al., 2011). In addition, many CUB camps seek to cultivate future student 

interest, thereby serving as an indirect recruitment tool for the college or university hosting the 

camp (Fields, 2009; Walsh et al., 2017). Research suggests CUB camps target both macro-level 

outcomes (e.g., academically engaging and recruiting future students) as well as individual-level 

outcomes (e.g., growth in academic interest or social–emotional skills), while providing potential 

students with a higher-education “taste-test.” The importance of targeting such outcomes is 

magnified by literature indicating that nearly a quarter of high school seniors are not college 

ready (Venezia & Jaeger, 2013). Perhaps most importantly, CUB camps are provided in a non-

competitive OST setting where learning can occur without pressures associated with school 

(Riedinger, 2015).  

Given the rapid development of CUB camps as a strategy to foster socioemotional and academic 

performance in addition to their potential as recruiting tools, and the limited evidence of these 

potential impacts in the associated literature, the purpose of this study was to examine the 

relation between affinity for college, program engagement and support, college-major selection, 

socio–emotional learning (SEL) outcomes, and individual youth characteristics associated with 

CUB camp participation. The following research questions were explored:  

1. What is the relation between affinity for college and program engagement and support 

within the context of a CUB camp program?  

2. What is the relation between affinity for college and college major selection within the 

context of a CUB camp program? 

3. What is the relation between youth age, affinity for college, and social-emotional 

learning within the context of a CUB camp program?  

4. What is the relation between youth age and social–emotional learning within the context 

of a CUB camp program?  
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Literature Review 

The following section provides an overview of literature supporting constructs associated with 

the study research questions, including affinity for college, college major selection, program 

engagement and support, academic and socio-emotional learning, and the youth characteristic 

of age. 

Affinity for College 

Affinity for college has its conceptual origins in the organizational affinity literature. 

Organizational affinity describes the attachment a person feels towards an organization because 

of their experience with or exposure to that organization (Oberecker et al., 2008). This affinity 

may also influence whether a person identifies with the organization (Aspara et al., 2008). 

Research suggests college and university-based programs serving adolescents may influence 

college-related youth beliefs, including attitudes toward a college brand (Walsh et al., 2017), 

feelings toward college as the “right fit” for them (Gibbons & Borders, 2010), and opportunities 

to build relationships and participate in social activities (Shoffner et al., 2015). However, few 

studies have targeted the possible influence of CUB camp participation on organizational 

affinity. For example, Fields (2009) examined how participation in a CUB science summer camp 

influenced youths’ future intentions with emergent themes that reflected organizational affinity 

(e.g., peer and staff relationships, personal autonomy, knowledge), but did not measure affinity 

towards the institution. From here forward “organizational affinity” is referred to as “affinity for 

college,” as this concept provides the theoretical frame for the current study to describe how 

CUB camp participation may influence participants’ perceptions of the college or university 

hosting their CUB camp. 

College Major Selection 

Within the context of CUB camps, affinity for college can be influenced by youth beliefs towards 

college such as the college major they intend to pursue (Geckova et al., 2010). One example of 

a belief youth might have toward college would be the major they intend to pursue (i.e., college 

major selection). Research suggests that uncertainty related to college major selection may be 

negatively related to youth success, as youth without a plan for their college major may be less 

prepared to meet degree requirements and therefore may have lower levels of affinity for 

college (Porter & Umbach, 2006). This research suggests a negative relation between affinity 

for college and college major selection when youth do not have a plan for their college major. 

Some studies of the influence of CUB camp participation on college-related youth beliefs have 

had methodological limitations, such as the use of one-item measures (Bourdeau et al., 2014). 
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Limited response variation as a result of one-item measures makes it challenging to discriminate 

participant responses at the top of the scale (Bandalos, 2018). Limitations such as this within 

the CUB camp literature provides an opportunity in the current study to better understand how 

youth interest in a college major may be related to affinity for college within the context of a 

CUB camp experience.  

Program Engagement and Support  

Interdisciplinary literature supports the important role of program engagement and support on 

youth program outcomes, including evidence from implementation science (Berkel et al., 2011), 

youth development (Smith et al., 2006), and higher education (Tovar, 2015). Findings suggest 

that when youth are actively engaged by responsive instructors and provided with group 

discussion and collaborative activities, then positive youth outcomes like satisfaction, 

motivation, and increases in basic psychological needs (BPN) may result (León et al., 2015; Su 

& Reeve, 2010; Tovar, 2015; Trenshaw et al., 2016). Although many of these factors have not 

been examined within CUB camps, the extant literature supports that a fully engaged and 

supported young person participating in a properly structured CUB camp, and who is also 

satisfied with the program, may have greater perceptions of their BPN being met and more 

positive perceptions of affinity for college. The current study examines how youth affinity for 

college may be associated with program engagement and support within the context of a CUB 

camp.  

Social-Emotional Learning  

While the influence of CUB camps on youth academic learning and social–emotional learning 

outcomes has been identified as an important area of study (National Academies of Sciences, 

Engineering, and Medicine 2019), research on youth academic learning outcomes (i.e., subject 

matter knowledge, future academic interest) as well as on social–emotional learning (SEL) 

outcomes (e.g., self and social awareness, emotional management, relationship skills; 

Weissberg et al., 2015) associated with CUB camp involvement has been limited. CUB camp 

studies generally target subjects such as science (Bhattacharyya & Mead, 2011) and measure 

growth in academic skills (Hay & Barab, 2001) or subject matter appeal (Bhattacharyya & Mead, 

2011) without examining future college academic interest and affinity for college that may be 

associated with skill development. Additionally, limited and mixed evidence exists regarding SEL 

outcomes resulting from CUB camp participation. For instance, while Fields (2009) found 

positive peer relationships were associated with CUB camp participation, Hay and Barab (2001) 

did not report growth in “socially negotiated outcomes” (p. 300) resulting from such program 

participation.  
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A promising approach for investigating SEL outcomes associated with CUB camp involvement is 

through the lens of BPN, comprised of autonomy, relatedness, and competence (Chen, 2015). 

Research supports the positive relation between BPN and social–emotional and behavioral 

functioning (Saeki & Quirk, 2015; Tarbetsky et al., 2017), with BPN serving as a mediator 

between youth engagement and SEL (Saeki & Quirk, 2015). In addition, BPN has served as a 

conceptual and methodological scaffold for studies of camp experiences (Gagnon et al., 2019; 

Hill et al., 2015). The possible influence of CUB camp involvement on BPN is bolstered by 

studies suggesting CUB camps can increase youth competence and autonomy (Bourdeau et al., 

2014; Fields, 2009). Recognizing that growth in outcomes may increase youth satisfaction with 

the CUB camp (Walsh et al., 2017) as well as youth future intention to attend college (Bourdeau 

et al., 2014), the current study examines the relation between growth in basic psychological 

needs and affinity for college.  

Youth Age  

Individual characteristics of youth such as age and gender can predict youth outcomes and 

college-related beliefs such as affinity for college (Porter & Umbach, 2006; Washburn et al., 

2011). While some studies suggest individual youth characteristics are positively related to 

youth outcomes (Eccles et al., 2004), other studies provide contrasting findings (Gagnon & 

Sandoval, 2020). For example, as youth age increases, research suggests their positive 

perceptions of program outcomes tend to decrease (Phelps et al., 2009; Washburn et al., 2011) 

and correspondingly research suggests youth experience declines in developmental outcomes 

(Washburn et al., 2011). One possible explanation for this decline relates to developmental 

systems theory, where the potential positive influence of an experience (i.e., attending a CUB 

camp) on growth in outcomes “wears-off” as a young person encounters greater variation in 

activities as they mature (Lerner, 2018; Phelps et al., 2009). The current study examines the 

possible influence of age on youth SEL outcomes as well as their affinity for college within the 

context of a CUB camp experience.  

Method 

Participants and Procedures 

The study took place in the summer of 2017 in partnership with two public universities (one in 

the southeastern United States and the other in the southwest United States) that operated 

multiple 1-week CUB camp sessions. Sessions were intentionally designed to expose youth to 

the college experience and provide access to science- and technology-related subject matter 

through interaction with university faculty and current college students. Prior to participant 
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recruitment and data collection the study was approved through the authors’ Institutional 

Review Board. Youth and their parents were contacted by camp administrators and informed of 

the study through consent and assent letters.  

Data were collected from 671 respondents across the two universities. Youth completed an 

online questionnaire on the last day of the CUB camp that measured demographics, affinity for 

college, program engagement and support, basic psychological needs, and college major 

selection.  

After screening for outliers and normality (as described below), the final study sample was 641 

for an overall response rate of 95.52%. Study respondents tended to be female (52.1%), to 

have an average age of 15.37 years (SD = 1.32), and to have an average of 1.33 years of CUB 

camp experience (SD = .860). Respondents primarily identified as White (68.7%), with the 

remaining sample identifying as African American (14.6%), multiple race (5.8%), Hispanic or 

Latino origin (4.5%), Asian origin (3.9%), Indian or Arabic origin (2.3%), or Native American 

(0.2%).  

Measures 

Measures used in this study included affinity for college, program engagement and support, 

college major selection, and basic psychological needs. These measures are described below. 

Affinity for College 

Within the context of a CUB camp experience, affinity for college was operationalized as 

feelings of attraction or attachment toward a college or university institution (Aspara, 2008; 

Oberecker et al.,2008). Based on prior research (Garst et al., 2019), affinity for college was 

theorized to be comprised of four factors: college brand awareness, college relational 

expectations, college academic interest–science, and college academic interest–technology. 

These factors are described below. 

College Brand Awareness. College brand awareness was operationalized as perceiving a college 

brand as desirable. This 6-item subscale was informed by Walsh et al.’s (2017) “brand (team) 

attitudes” subscale (α = .94) and Gibbons and Borders’s (2010) College-Going Self-Efficacy 

Scale (persistence subscale, α = .90). For example, Walsh et al.’s (2016) item, “The team brand 

is something I dislike/like” informed the item, “I have a positive view of [college].” As another 

example, Gibbons and Borders’s (2010) item, “I would like being in college” informed the item, 

“I want to attend college.” Items were measured on a 7-point Likert-type scale so youth 
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responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), with higher scores 

representing higher levels of college brand awareness.  

College Relational Expectations. The college relational expectations measure was 

operationalized as understanding the social/relational aspects of the college experience. This 7-

item subscale was informed by Shoffner et al.’s (2015) discussion of adolescents’ future career-

related relational outcome expectations (i.e., “ability to participate in social activities and 

engage in interpersonal relationships” [p. 108]). Sample items, measured on a 7-point Likert-

type scale so youth responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), included 

“I know what to do to make friends as a [college] student” and “I know what clubs to join as a 

[college] student.”  

College Academic Interest–Science. College academic interest–science was operationalized as 

broad interest in science-related courses, skills, and knowledge impacting one’s future college 

or career plans. This 8-item scale was informed by the outcome expectancy/intentions and 

goals subscale (α = .80) of Fouad et al.’s (1997) Middle School Self-Efficacy Scale. For example, 

Fouad et al.’s item, “If I do well in science, then I will be better prepared to go to college” 

informed the item “I would like to learn science-related knowledge and skills because they can 

be useful to help me be prepared for college.” Items were measured on a 7-point Likert-type 

scale so youth responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), with higher 

scores representing higher levels of college academic interest.  

College Academic Interest–Technology. College academic interest–technology was 

operationalized as broad interest in technology-related courses, skills, and knowledge impacting 

one’s future college or career plans. This 8-item scale was informed by the outcome 

expectancy/intentions and goals subscale (α = .80) of Fouad et al.’s (1997) Middle School Self-

Efficacy Scale. For example, Fouad et al.’s item, “I intend to enter a career that will use science” 

informed the item “I am interested in working in a career that allows me to use technology-

related skills or knowledge.” Items were measured on a 7-point Likert-type scale so youth 

responses ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree), with higher scores 

representing higher levels of college academic interest.  

Program Engagement and Support 

The program engagement and support measure was conceptualized as three factors impacting 

CUB camp participation: supportive camp counselor behaviors, supportive instructor behaviors, 

and camp structure engagement (Gagnon & Sandoval, 2020). The first two factors were 

adapted from the personal development subscale of the Tiffany-Eckenrode Program 
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Participation Scale (TEPPS; Tiffany et al., 2012). These adaptations did not change the nature 

of the instrument. Expressly, the TEPPS’ personal development subscale was modified to 

measure supportive camp counselor behaviors (e.g., “My counselor provided guidance about 

college.”; 5 items) and supportive instructor behaviors (e.g., “My instructor allowed me to gain 

new knowledge.”; 4 items). These subscales have exhibited acceptable internal consistency 

levels in previous studies (α = .849; .836). In addition to these counselor and instructor 

behavior subscales, items related to how the camp structure engagement was designed to 

enhance participant engagement were used (e.g., “The program provided a variety of 

activities.”; 4 items). This subscale has demonstrated an acceptable level of internal consistency 

in previous studies (α = .814). All items in this scale were measured on a Likert-type scale from 

1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree), where higher scores indicate greater participant 

satisfaction and engagement. 

College Major Selection 

To assess CUB camp participants’ college major selection (as a characteristic that may predict 

youth outcomes and affinity for college; see Eccles et al., 2004), youth were asked to identify 

their desired college major based on categories informed by Wegemer and Eccles (2018). These 

college major selection categories included: HBMS (health, biological, and medical sciences), 

MPECS (mathematical, physical, engineering, and computer sciences), HBE (humanities, 

business, or education), and IDK (i.e., an “I don’t know” type of response). Of all respondents 

37.9% indicated a HBMS major, 42.1% indicated a MPECS major, 14.6% indicated a HBE 

major, and 5.4% indicated IDK.   

Basic Psychological Need Satisfaction and Frustration (BPNSF) 

SEL outcomes associated with CUB camp experiences were measured using the Basic 

Psychological Needs Satisfaction and Frustration Scale (BPNSF). Informed by Chen et al. (2015), 

the 24-item BPNSF scale measures outcomes (i.e., psychological need for autonomy, 

relatedness, and competence) influenced by the summer camp experience (Gagnon et al., 

2019). These outcomes were measured on a 5-point Likert-type scale from 1 (completely 

untrue) to 5 (completely true) from the perspective of a youth’s sense of satisfaction (i.e., BPN-

S; their need was met) or frustration (i.e., BPN-F, their need was not met) with the CUB camp 

experience. Items representing BPN-S included autonomy satisfaction (e.g., “I feel a sense of 

choice and freedom in the things I undertake.”; λ = .64-.76, subscale α = .81), relatedness 

satisfaction (e.g., “I feel connected with people who care for me, and for whom I care.”; λ = 

.66-.72, subscale α = .76), and competence satisfaction (e.g., “I feel I can successfully 

complete difficult tasks.”; λ = .74-.80, subscale α = .88). Conversely, BPN-F items representing 
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“ill-being” in three dimensions included autonomy frustration (e.g., “I feel forced to do many 

things I wouldn’t choose to do”; λ = .61-.69, subscale α = .71), relatedness frustration (e.g., “I 

feel that people who are important to me are cold and distant towards me.”; λ = .64-.69, 

subscale α = .81), and competence frustration (e.g., “I feel insecure about my abilities”; λ = 

.64-.74, subscale α = .86). 

Data Analyses 

Outliers, Normality, and Missing Data 

Prior to analyses, data were screened for multivariate outliers utilizing a combination of the 

Mahalanobis distance function and chi-square distribution test (p < .001) in SPSS 24 software 

(Field, 2018). This analysis suggested 18 respondents were significant outliers and were thus 

removed from the data set. The data were then screened for multivariate nonnormality and 

missing data patterns utilizing the MissMech package (version 1.0.2; Jamshidian & Jalal, 2010) 

in RStudio (version 1.2.5042). This analysis suggested the data were multivariate non-normal 

(Hawkins test, p < .001). As such a robust maximum likelihood framework was employed to 

mitigate potential Type 1 error in model interpretation (Bentler, 2006).  

The data were next screened to determine potential causes of missing data (i.e., missing 

completely at random [MCAR]; missing at random [MAR]; missing not at random [MNAR]) 

utilizing a nonparametric version of Little’s test of MCAR (Jamshidian & Jalal, 2010; Little,1988) 

This test indicated the data were MCAR (p = .327), thus a full information maximum likelihood 

(FIML) approach was employed to simulate missing values within the data set (Enders, 2010).  

Measurement Model Testing 

The measurement properties of the questionnaire were examined through a confirmatory factor 

analysis (CFA) utilizing the Lavaan package (version 0.6-5; Rosseel, 2012) in RStudio with a 

robust estimation approach (i.e., MLR). The initial CFA exhibited relatively poor fit, with the 

following CFA fit statistics calculated as: Satorra-Bentler χ² (1283) = 3123.530, p < .001, CFI = 

.890, TLI = .882, RMSEA = .047 (90%, CI .045 to .049). Inspection of the factor loadings 

suggested two items within the measurement model were demonstrating poor fit: one item 

from the supportive instructor behaviors factor (“The courses were challenging.”; λ = .370), 

and one item from the first order autonomy frustration factor (“Most of the things I do, feel like 

’I have to.’”; λ = .501). The modification indices did not suggest the re-specification of the two 

items to alternative factors would result in meaningful improvement in model fit in parallel with 

the hypothesized model framework. Further review of the modification indices also suggested 

one item within the first-order autonomy satisfaction factor (“I feel a sense of choice and 
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freedom in the things I undertake.”) was sharing external variance with several additional 

factors within the model (i.e., supportive camp counselor behaviors; camp structure 

engagement; college relational expectations) also harming measurement model fit. As such 

these items were removed from the measurement model. Additional examination of the 

modification indices suggested five pairs of items were sharing a significant proportion of 

variance external of their suggested factors. Inspection of the item wordings suggested a high 

degree of similarity across the item pairs, as such their error terms were covaried. These 

modifications to the measurement model resulted in acceptable levels of model fit: Satorra-

Bentler χ² (1177) = 2618.632, p < .001, CFI = .912, TLI = .904, RMSEA = .044 (90%, CI .042 

to .046) and factor structure (Table 1).  

Table 1. Between-Factor Correlations 

 F1 

SCB 

F2 

CSE 

F3 

SIB 

F4 

CBA 

F5 

CRE 

F6 

CAIS 

F7 

CAIT 

F8 

BPNS 

F9 

BPNF 

F1 .692         

F2 .572*** .746        

F3 .304*** .363*** .640       

F4 .371*** .381*** .162** .712      

F5 .611*** .532*** .183** .880*** .691     

F6 .079 .218*** .138** .150** .174*** .937    

F7 .064 .133** .011 .038 .101* .112** .915   

F8 .384*** .540*** .437*** .427*** .448*** .194*** .089* .884  

F9 -.359*** -.411*** -.279*** -.262*** -.274*** -.144** -.002 -.629*** .871 

Note. SCB = Supportive Camp Counselor Behaviors; CSE = Camp Structure Engagement; SIB = Supportive 

Instructor Behaviors; CBA = College Brand Awareness; CRE = College Relational Expectations; CAIS = 

College Academic Interest–Science; CAIT = College Academic Interest–Technology; BPNS = Basic 

Psychological Needs Satisfaction; BPNF = Basic Psychological Needs- Frustration 

*p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001 

Results 

A structural equation model (SEM) was developed to assess relations proposed in the study 

research questions. Paralleling the measurement model fit, the SEM exhibited acceptable model 

fit: Satorra-Bentler χ² (1250) = 2665.280, p < .001, CFI = .920, TLI = .908, RMSEA = .042 

(90%, CI .040 to .044). The results are presented below according to each research question. 
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Research Question #1: What is the relation between affinity for college and 

program engagement and support within the context of a CUB camp program?  

Supportive camp counselor behaviors significantly predicted college brand awareness (β = .194, 

SE = .078, p = .004) and college relational expectations (β = .436, SE = .100, p < .001), but 

had no predictive effect on college academic interest–technology (β = -.046, SE = .068, p = 

.399) or college academic interest–science (β = -.047, SE = .076, p = .532). Camp structure 

engagement had a significant positive direct effect on college brand awareness (β = .264, SE = 

.085, p < .001), college relational expectations (β = .306, SE = .097, p < .001), college 

academic interest–technology (β = .179, SE = .074, p = .002), and college academic interest–

science (β = .172, SE = .073, p = .019). Additionally, camp structure engagement had a 

significant positive direct effect on BPN-Satisfaction (β = .335, SE = .098, p < .001). Supportive 

instructor behaviors had no effect on college brand awareness (β = -.021, SE = .062, p = 

.688), college relational expectations (β = -.075, SE = .072, p = .157), college academic 

interest–technology (β = .073, SE = .058, p = .112), and college academic interest–science) (β 

= -.011, SE = .057, p = .852), but had a significant positive direct effect on BPN-Satisfaction (β 

= .254, SE = .078, p < .001).  

Research Question #2: What is the relation between affinity for college and college 

major selection within the context of a CUB camp program?  

College major selection (MPECS vs. IDK) had a significant negative direct effect on college 

brand awareness (β = -.228, SE = .183, p < .001), college relational expectations (β = -.151, 

SE = .25, p < .001), college academic interest–science (β = -1.037, SE = .185, p < .001), but 

no effect on college academic interest–technology (β = -.034, SE = .208, p = .368). College 

major selection (MPECS vs. HBE) had no effect on college brand awareness (β = -.105, SE = 

.144, p = .015) or college relational expectations (β = -.039, SE =.166, p = .359), a significant 

negative direct effect on college academic interest–technology (β = -.37, SE = .164, p = 

<.001), and significant positive direct effect on college academic interest–science) (β = .883, 

SE = .136, p < .001). Finally, college major selection (MPECS vs. HBMS) had no effect on 

college brand awareness (β = -.023, SE = .103 p = .592), or college relational expectations (β 

= -.011, SE = .128, p = .811), and a significant positive direct effect on college academic 

interest–technology (β = .324, SE = .087, p < .001) and college academic interest–science (β = 

.985, SE = .101, p < .001).  
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Research Question #3: What is the relation between youth age, affinity for college, 

and social-emotional learning within the context of a CUB camp program?  

Youth age had a significant positive direct effect on college brand awareness (β = .165, SE = 

.036, p < .001), but no effect on college relational expectations (β = .114, SE = .04, p = .003), 

college academic interest–science (β = .023, SE = .032, p = .473), and college academic 

interest–technology (β = .031, SE = .033, p = .364). In addition, youth age had no effect on 

BPN-satisfaction (β = .01, SE = .040, p = .815) or BPN-frustration (β = -.107, SE = .037, p = 

.012). 

Research Question #4: What is the relation between affinity for college and social–

emotional learning within the context of a CUB camp program?  

College brand awareness did not significantly predict either BPN-satisfaction (β = .386, SE = 

.276, p = .539) or BPN-frustration (β = -.385, SE = .263, p = .148). Similarly, college relational 

expectations had no effect on BPN Satisfaction (β = -.191, SE = .288, p = .539) or BPN 

Frustration (β = -.107, SE = .037, p = .012).  

Discussion 

Affinity for College 

This study explored the influence of participation in a common summertime youth development 

program—college and university-based (CUB) summer camps—on youth perceptions of the 

college or university hosting the camp and outcomes associated with program participation. 

Possible relations between affinity for college, college major selection, program engagement 

and support, and SEL outcomes (i.e., basic psychological needs) stemming from youth 

involvement in a CUB camp were examined.  

This study first validated through CFA the ‘affinity for college’ construct within a large sample of 

CUB camp youth, extending the work of Garst et al. (2019). The four-factor model was 

comprised of college brand awareness, college relational expectations, college academic 

interest–science, and college academic interest–technology. Although this study was one of the 

first examinations of affinity for college within a CUB camp, the findings support Walsh et al. 

(2017) who suggested that a youth camp experience can build brand loyalty, in this case 

enhancing youth attraction toward the college or university hosting the CUB camp. Further, this 

study’s findings suggest that program-level features such as developing peer relationships and 

engagement with current college students enhanced the likelihood participants would engage 

with the universities hosting the CUB camp in the future.  
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However, the differing effects of college major selection in the SEM results suggest additional 

unique variance and/or interpretation of the items by youth with differing majors. The college 

academic interest–science and college academic interest–technology factors of affinity for 

college were oriented only towards science or technology; given the near ubiquity of how STEM 

is conceptualized as a universal construct (Ganley et al., 2018) rather than science and/or 

technology and/or engineering and/or math, future investigations should explore academic 

interests to include majors beyond those traditionally associated with STEM career paths (Wang 

& Degol, 2017; Wegemer & Eccles, 2019).  

Social–Emotional Outcomes 

The study findings supported the relation between affinity for college and increases in the SEL 

outcomes of BPN (i.e., autonomy, relatedness, and competence), effects that were positively 

correlated but non-significant. This positive correlation between CUB camp participation and 

SEL outcomes supports Fields’ (2009) and Gee’s (2018) discussion of the role of affinity spaces 

(e.g., CUB camps) in fostering positive youth outcomes, and further validates research 

suggesting camp experiences may enhance BPN (Gagnon et al., 2019; Hill et al., 2015). While 

this study supports research suggesting BPN-type outcomes may result from CUB camp 

participation (Bourdeau et al., 2014; Fields, 2009), the non-significant SEL findings may point to 

the salience of other (non-SEL) outcomes. For example, it may be that CUB camp participation 

is more impactful on academic or subject-matter knowledge outcomes (Fields, 2009) as well as 

career choice (Bhattacharyya et al., 2011) rather than SEL outcomes.  

Engagement and Support 

This study expands upon Fields’s (2009) findings that CUB camps are affinity spaces by 

providing evidence that specific program elements (e.g., supportive camp counselor behaviors, 

supportive instructor behaviors, and camp structure engagements) contribute to youth 

perceptions of attachment toward the college that hosts the CUB camp. This finding supports 

how positive relationships are formed between youth, counselors, and instructors within the 

context of CUB camps, and aligns with broader camp research identifying relationship building 

as a critical dimension of the camp experience (Gillard et al., 2009; Wilson & Sibthorp, 2018) 

that may increase youth attachment to camp as an impactful place/affinity space (Dahl, 2009). 

Additionally, the negative correlation between camp structure engagement and BPNF is 

consistent with previous studies indicating that positive outcomes result when youth are 

properly engaged and supported (Gasiewski et al., 2012; León et al., 2015), and likewise that 

negative outcomes would result when youth are not properly engaged and supported. This 

finding provides the first such evidence of this correlation within the context of CUB camps.  
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College Major  

A CUB camp participant’s lack of college major negatively predicted their affinity for college. In 

other words, youth who had not identified a college major were less likely to perceive affinity 

for college. This finding supports Porter and Umbach’s (2006) perspective of college major 

uncertainty and the lack of future preparedness accompanying a sense of uncertainty toward 

college. Not having a plan for college, such as an identified college major, may reduce youth 

future college beliefs including their attraction to or affinity for college. In contrast, encouraging 

youth to develop a plan for college, starting with identifying a college major, may influence 

emergence of affinity for colleges and universities offering that major among youth participating 

in a CUB camp experiences. Youth development program providers are well positioned to 

engage youth in programs and experiences that influence their future decisions college and 

career decision (Bhattacharyya et al., 2011; Habig et al., 2020; Whittington & Garst, 2018). 

Youth Characteristics 

As predicted, youth age negatively predicted some affinity for college factors (i.e., college 

relational expectations, college academic interest–science, and college academic interest–

technology). In other words, younger youth participating in the CUB camp were more likely to 

indicate affinity for college in these areas than older youth participating in the CUB camp. This 

negative relation supports prior studies suggesting that as youth age increases, perceptions of a 

program may decline as the program becomes less challenging, varied, or novel (Gagnon & 

Sandoval, 2020; Washburn et al., 2011). However, the significant positive direct effect of youth 

age on the college brand awareness factor suggests that this dimension of affinity for college 

may be enhanced as youth get older, possibly reflecting ongoing exposure to the college brand 

or increased interest in the brand as youth get closer in age to making a college decision. It is 

notable that youth age had no effect on SEL outcomes (i.e., autonomy, relatedness, and 

competence), which is contrary to previous research (Washburn et al., 2011). 

Implications for Research and Practice 

Findings from this study are important for both research and practice. First, this study provides 

methodological confirmation that affinity for college can be measured within the context of CUB 

camps using a multi-factor model, offering another way that such camp experiences may be 

evaluated. Specifically, the possible relation between affinity for college and other dimensions of 

the CUB camp experience (e.g., customer satisfaction, retention over time) can now be 

explored using the measure validated in this study. Future research could explore, for example, 

how youth program participation in OST programs such as CUB camps may influence not only 
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how participants develop an affinity for an organizational brand, but also how their friends and 

family may come to perceive the brand through socialization and internalization processes 

(Richelieu & Pons, 2011). Such research suggests a way friends and family might develop a 

stronger attachment to a CUB camp (and to the college or university hosting the camp) because 

a family member was participating in the program. Further, as research suggests a relation 

between college major interest and future aspirations (Nauta & Epperson, 2003), future 

research could examine whether affinity for college moderates (i.e., strengthens) the relation 

between college major interest expressed during a CUB camp experience and future career and 

college aspirations. Research suggesting such a relation would indicate empirically how CUB 

camp participation may influence career choice as suggested by Bhattacharyya et al. (2011).  

Second, practitioners can use the study results to better articulate in their program marketing 

materials how their CUB camp programs might impact adolescent decision making related to 

college, as well as how CUB camps are affinity spaces that maximize the dimensions of college 

brand awareness and college relational expectations. Further, the study findings suggest that 

when CUB camps recruit youth into their program with the goal of cultivating future 

undergraduate students, they should focus on youth who have a specific interest area targeted 

for college 

Third, CUB camp practitioners interested in determining how their targeted outcomes may be 

influenced by affinity for college can use the results of this study (specifically, the relation 

between affinity for college, SEL outcomes, and engagement and structure) as a starting point 

in mapping intentional outcomes to CUB camp program components. Such mapping can inform 

logic models to guide CUB camp program quality and effectiveness.  

Fourth, the study findings support practitioner efforts to emphasize relationship building 

between CUB camp participants and current college students, as such engagement may 

increase youth future interest in the college or university hosting the program. Youth 

development practitioners can play an important role in helping youth see higher education as a 

potential future path, but as Oliveri et al. (2018) suggest, “high school and college are two 

separate worlds, with different origins and purposes” (p. 45). Encouraging youth to see a 

college or university experience as part of their future requires program providers to bridge this 

divide. Intentional programming to provide youth with meaningful opportunities to learn about 

the college and university experience directly from current college students—including 

academics and extra-curricular and social activities—may have both short-term (e.g., program 

engagement during middle or high school years) and long-term (e.g., college or university 

enrollment) benefits.  

http://jyd.pitt.edu/


Journal of Youth Development  |  http://jyd.pitt.edu/  |  Vol. 16  Issue 5  DOI 10.5195/jyd.2021.1083   

Cultivating Youth Affinity for College 

 79  

Fifth, this study adds to the body of knowledge related to how CUB camps may influence 

outcomes. Given that affinity for college and BPN were positively correlated but non-significant, 

replication of the current study with other youth populations may affirm or disprove relation 

between affinity for college and BPN within the context of CUB camps. Given the findings of this 

study, future replication may indicate that CUB camps are more impactful on non-SEL 

outcomes. CUB camp practitioners may consider what programmatic approaches may be 

effective for enhancing (BPN-related) SEL outcomes, if enhancing such outcomes is a program 

goal. In addition, examining affinity for college in youth populations representing underserved 

or low-resourced communities may be helpful for informing how youth development programs 

such as CUB camps may be influential in building youth affinity for college within those 

populations. Such an application of a diversity, equity, and inclusion (DEI) lens to the affinity for 

college construct may broaden the usefulness of the construct for the youth development field.  

Limitations and Future Directions 

Several limitations are acknowledged. First, this study utilized a cross-sectional design in which 

data were collected from CUB camp participants only at the end of the camp session. Although 

this approach is common among studies of youth camp experiences (Schmalz et al., 2011; 

Wilson & Sibthorp, 2018), it limits pre-post comparisons of the study variables. Longitudinal 

designs in future studies of affinity for college would allow for a more thorough understanding 

of the durability of changes in perceptions of affinity for college resulting from CUB camp 

experiences. As suggested by Oberecker et al. (2008), affinity is “enduring but not irrevocable” 

(p. 43). If a CUB camp participant or their parent has a negative experience at the CUB camp or 

the institution hosting the camp, then perceptions of affinity may decline. A longitudinal design 

would allow for an examination of the relation between affinity for college and college retention 

(Kirk & Day, 2011), which may be of particularly interest to colleges and universities seeking to 

turn summer CUB camp participants into full-time, tuition-paying undergraduates. Second, 

correlates that were not measured may have accounted for lack of effects. For example, there 

may be a relation between affinity for college and self-identity (Riedinger, 2015) or between 

affinity for college and academic knowledge and skills (Fields, 2009). Other relations of interest 

in future studies of CUB camp participants could include the possible relation between affinity 

for college and academic readiness (Wilson & Sibthorp, 2018).  

Conclusions 

Given the challenges facing educators and students within higher education due to the COVID-

19 crisis, including enrollment declines (Bulman & Fairlie, 2021; Kwakye et al., 2021) and 

unexpected and unplanned transitions to virtual instruction (Camilleri, 2021; Murphy et al., 
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2020), a deeper understanding of factors and programs that promote future youth engagement 

with a college or university has become more critical. Colleges and universities need strategies 

to engage middle and high school-aged youth that encourage them to see higher education as 

a part of their future, particularly within the context of COVID-19 in which youth may feel 

uncertain about their academic path following high school. This study introduces affinity for 

college as a meaningful construct for understanding CUB camp experiences and provides 

evidence for variables influencing affinity for college. By establishing relations between affinity 

for college, program engagement and support, and SEL outcomes, this study provides a 

compelling foundation for future research into affinity for college as well as a new lens for 

evaluating CUB camps and similar OST experiences hosted on college and university campuses.  
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