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1 – Introduction
Youth participation in organised sports is widely considered an important contributor to children’s physical, psychological, and emotional wellbeing. Literature suggests that children involved in structured sports programming see increased Physical Activity (PA) levels, improvements in physical health, and development in social skills such as teamwork, and communication (Eime et al., 2013; Eime et al., 2015). These improvements and outcomes are particularly important and relevant surrounding concerns of a decline in PA levels among youth during out of school periods (Carson and Spend, 2010; Atkin et al., 2016).
Summer camps offer unique environments for the structured, yet informal delivery of sports and PA. Research indicates that camp settings provide opportunities for personal development and experiential learning, facilitated by qualified and supportive staff, accompanied by peer relationships that provide a sense of community. (Wilson and Sibthorp, 2018). Summer camps operated by community-based organisations, such as YMCA of the USA (Y-USA), are positioned to be key providers of accessible sport experiences and opportunities. Y-USA's emphasis on enriching young people's lives and giving opportunities to all (YMCA, 2025), aligns closely with pre-established youth development frameworks, like the Positive Youth Development (PYD) principles Lerner et al., (2005) outlined.
Eime, et al. (2013) clearly identified that existing literature surrounding the topic is fragmented at the time of writing, limiting recent research from drawing consistent conclusions. Furthermore, there is limited evidence specific to Y-USA summer camps, particularly in relation to health outcomes and psycho-social development. Therefore, the purpose of this review is to critically examine and synthesise existing research and literature surrounding youth sports programmes quality, standards and outcomes, and considering their implementations in Y-USA summer camps, to identify key themes and limitations within existing literature, highlighting areas for future research.
Community based organisations such as YMCA of the USA (Y-USA) specifically emphasise programmes designed to support physical, social and emotional wellbeing, closely aligning with Positive Youth Development principles (YMCA of the USA, 2025). Research indicates Y-USA prioritises training and intentional programme design which are key to positive developmental outcomes. (Perkins et al., 2007; Holt et al., 2017).
Garson et al. (2011) identified that YMCA programmes frequently integrate value-based learning and relationship building into their activities. Contemporary youth sport literature emphasises the importance of this intentionality (Camiré et al., 2012; Bean and Forneris, 2017). 
Community organisations like the YMCA are better positioned than clubs than schools and clubs to reduce barriers to engagement, particularly for young people in low-income backgrounds (Holt et al., 2016; Coakley, 2017). Studies on community sport highlight that inclusive environments actively promote belonging (Watson and Brick, 2018). In camp contexts, inclusiveness is further supported by the immersive nature of programmes (Sibthorp et al., 2013).


2 - Theoretical Frameworks
2.1 Positive Youth Development Principle
Positive Youth Development (PYD) is among the most influential frameworks when conducting research on organised sport and youth programmes. PYD emphasises individual and social assets, rather than purely the reeducation of risk behaviours (Damon, 2004; Lerner et al., 2005). The “5 Cs” model is central to PYD: Competence, Confidence, Connection, Character, and Caring, which collectively contribute to a sixth developmental outcome, Contribution to self, community or society (Lerner et al., 2005). Recent empirical work confirms the continued relevance of this framework in sport and PA contexts, displaying sport environments structured around PYD principles are strongly linked with positive psychosocial outcomes and cognitive improvements in youth (Pierce et al., 2017; Holt et al., 2017). 
Sport naturally combines structured activity, interpersonal interaction and opportunities for mastery, making it a unique context for PYD (Côté & Gilbert, 2009). Fraser-Thomas, Côté, and Deakin (2005) suggested that a well-designed sport programme facilitates development of life skills such as leadership and teamwork. This stance is reinforced by recent research demonstrating that intentional programming within sport, including target setting, reflection and mentoring strengthen positive developmental outcomes (Gould & Carson, 2020; Vella et al., 2019). These studies support the claim that developmental outcomes are contingent on programme innovation and quality (Camiré et al., 2012; Bean & Forneris, 2017).
2.2 Experiential Learning
Structured holiday sport programmes that integrate instruction, reflection and supportive relationships are most likely to produce psychosocial benefits (Durlak et al., 2010; Mertens et al., 2021). Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning theory places emphasis on learning through experience and experimentation, and summer camps create these immersive environments by promoting low stakes risk taking as shown in recent works from Sibthorp et al. (2013) and McGuire and Gamble (2020).


3 - Physical Health Outcomes
3.1 - Physical Activity Levels, Seasonal Decline and Organised Sports
Literature indicates that organised sports participation is associated with positive health outcomes in youth. Structured activity programmes have been linked to increased PA, aerobic fitness, and improved motor-skill competence, compared to unstructured inactive periods (Janssen and LeBlanc, 2010; Strong et al., 2005). Research has shown young people typically engage in lower levels of Moderate to Vigorous Physical Activity (MVPA) during out-of-school periods (Carson and Spence, 2010; Atkin et al., 2016) and Sport-based summer camp programmes can tackle these seasonal declines by providing consistent opportunities for activity engagement.
Evidence suggests that organised physical activity produces higher levels of MVPA among participants. Eime et al. (2013) found children engaged with organised sport are likely to display PA levels meeting guidelines. These findings are upheld in recent studies, for example, Belanger et al. (2020) reported youth involved in sports clubs achieved significantly more MVPA per week, having acknowledged socio-economic factors. This indicates that structured programmes are effective at increasing PA (Bull et al., 2020; Guthold et al., 2019).
3.2 - Physical Activity Patterns in Summer Camp Settings and Health Outcomes
Ridgers, et al. (2012) observed children attending summer camp programmes spent substantial portions of their day engaged with MVPA, particularly those that included organised sports or games. Beets., et al. (2016) further identified that MVPA levels among youth attending summer programmes were notably higher than during the day's programmes did not operate. This is supported by accelerometer-based studies by Troiano, et al. (2014) and Carson, et al. (2017). Beyond activity measures, sports participation in camp contexts has been associated with improvements in specific health outcomes. Cardiorespiratory fitness has been shown to improve among youth engaged with programmes compared to those not (Ortega et al., 2008; Lubans et al., 2016) however research also links participation with musculoskeletal strength and agility in youth (Smith et al., 2018; Stodden et al., 2020).


4 - Psychosocial and Developmental Outcomes
4.1 - Psychological Wellbeing, Mental Health and Social Skills
Literature indicates participation in organised sport being associated with positive psychological outcomes for children. Structured sports programmes are linked to enhanced self-esteem, reduced symptoms of anxiety and depression, and improved emotional regulation (Eime et al., 2013; Lubans et al., 2016). These benefits are largely reduced during out-of-school periods, when young people experience reduced social contact and fewer structured routines (Biddle et al., 2019; Loades et al., 2020). Recent reviews reinforce the association between PA and mental health in young people. Rodriguez-Ayllon et al. (2019) found that high levels of PA were consistently associated with lower depressive symptoms, and other evidence supports this notion by crediting the presence of social interaction, goal setting and mentorship (Donnici et al., 2021; Doré et al., 2020). 
Continuing from psychological outcomes, organised sport is widely recognised as a key environment for social development. Participation in sports programmes has been linked with improvements to teamwork, communication, cooperation, and peer relationships (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005; Holt et al., 2017). These social benefits are particularly relevant in youth development. Peer interactions support broader social competence and school engagement (Wentzel, 2017). Summer camps have a unique opportunity to facilitate social development due to their immersive and communal nature. Camps emphasise group activities, shared challenges and collective goal attainment, which promote stronger peer relationships (Sibthorp et al., 2013). Studies indicate that camp participants report increased feelings of belonging and social confidence (Garst et al., 2011; Thurber et al., 2019). Qualitative research suggests that structured sports activities at camps can help youth develop conflict resolution skills and empathy through facilitated group interactions (McGuire & Gamble, 2020).
4.2 - Life Skills and Positive Youth Development Outcomes
Life skills such as leadership, goal setting, perseverance and responsibility are frequently cited outcomes of well-designed sport programmes (Gould & Carson, 2008; Lerner et al., 2005). However, contemporary research emphasisesthat these outcomes are not immediate; but rather rely on intentional programme design (Camiré et al., 2012; Bean & Forneris, 2017). Vella et al. (2019) demonstrated that youth participation in sport programmes with deliberate life skills components exhibited greater personal and social development than performance focused environments. Similarly, Gould and Carson (2020) argue that structured reflection, mentoring, and value-based coaching are essential for skill reinforcement (Wilson & Sibthorp, 2018).
4.3 - Role of Adult Leadership and Programme Climate
The quality of adult leadership and the psychosocial climate of sports programmes play a critical function in shaping development. Research has continually underscored the influence of coaches and programme leaders in encouraging supportive environments that enhance youth engagement and wellbeing (Côté & Gilbert, 2009; Harwood et al., 2018). Positive relationships between leaders and youth are associated with increased motivation, emotional safety, and stronger internalisation of positive values (Mageau & Vallerand, 2003; Curran et al., 2015).
4.4 - Summary of Psychosocial and Developmental Outcomes
In summary, organised sports participation is associated with a range of positive psychosocial and developmental outcomes for young people, including enhanced psychological wellbeing, improved social skills, and meaningful life skill development. Evidence suggesrs that sumemr camp sport programmes may be particularly effective for fostering thesse outcomes due to their immersive nature, emphasis on social interaction and facilitation, however, these benefits are contingent on quality, practices, delivery and inclusivity.


5 - Inclusivity, Access and Equity in Youth Sport Programmes
5.1 - Structural Access and Participation Barriers
Research consistently shows that inclusivity and equity are central considerations in youth sport, demonstrating that young people from lower socio-economic backgrounds, ethnic minority groups, and marginalised communities face barriers to accessing organised sport, including cost, transportation and availability (Coakley, 2011; Holt et al., 2016). From an equity perspective, access must be understood more than the mere availability of programmes. Fraser-Thomas et al. (2005) argue that youth sport requires intentional design that accommodates diverse needs, abilities and backgrounds. Without intentionality, sports programmes may reproduce social inequalities like privileged participants who already possess economic, social or cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Coakley, 2017). Contemporary research highlights that community organisations like Y-USA play a critical role in mitigating these barriers by offering subsidised programmes, community outreach and flexible participation models, widening access for underrepresented groups (Holt et al., 2016). This is crucial as these barriers not only limit participation but also sustained engagement, thus reducing the developmental benefits associated with structured sport involvement.
5.2 Inclusive Practice and Developmental Equity
Studies grounded in PYD emphasise that developmental outcomes are most likely when young people feel a sense of belonging, psychological safety and social connection within programmes (Lerner et al., 2005; Pierce at al., 2017). Inclusive environments that respect cultural identity, gender diversity and differing physical abilities are therefore essential to ensuring that developmental benefits are equally available. Research on inclusive coaching and programme delivery underscores the importance of staff awareness, cultural competence and reflective practice in fostering equitable sport environments (Vella et al., 2013; Bean et al., 2018). Coaches and camp staff who adaptactivities, use inclusive and appropriate language, and challenge exclusionary behaviours are more likely to support positive psychological outcomes across diverse groups (Hold et al., 2017). In community sport settings, inclusive values embedded within organisational culture, are shown to enhance participation and retention, wellbeing, and social cohesion (Perkins et al., 2007; Watson & Brick, 2018).

6 - Programme Quality, Staff Training and Safeguarding
6.1 Programme Quality and Intentional Design
Programme quality is critical to positive developmental outcomes in youth sport participation. Research consistently demonstrates that sports participation alone does not guarantee benefits, but rather, the structure, facilitation, and alignment with developmental goals does (Fraser-Thomas et al., 2005; Eime et al., 2015). Higher quality programmes are characrerised by clear objectives, opportunities for skill progression and emphasis on social interaction (Durlak et al., 2010; Holt et al., 2017). Within summer camp contexts, programme quality is particularly important due to the intensive and immersive nature of participation. Camps that integrate structured sport are more likely to foster both physical and psychosocial development (Wilson and Sibthorp, 2018). Recent research suggests that intentional programme design, linking activities to broader developmental outcomes, enhances positive youth development (Bean and Forneris, 2017; Vella et al., 2019). These findings highlight the importance of understanding sport programmes as developmental, not purely recreational.  
6.2 Staff Training, Leadership and Safeguarding
Adults are central to effective programme delivery and safeguarding within camp settings. Coaches, instructors and counsellors hold a pivotal role in shaping the environment, modelling appropriate behaviour, and ensuring participant safety (Côté and Gilbert, 2009; Harwood et al., 2018). Studies indicate staff trained in youth development principles are more likely to create a supportive, inclusive environment promoting engagement and wellbeing (Mageau and Vallerand, 2003; Camiré et al., 2012). Safeguarding is key to programme quality, particularly in residential and day camp environments. Research highlights that clear safeguarding policies, staff training and consistent supervision practices are essential for protecting participants, and inadequate training can expose youth participants to potential physical, social or emotional harm (Rhind et al., 2015; Brackenridge et al., 2017). Community-based organisations like the YMCA must balance accessibility with rigorous safeguarding standards. Evidence suggests that organisations that invest in ongoing staff development, background checks, and safeguarding education are better positioned to deliver high quality sport programmes (Perkins et al., 2007; Holt et al., 2016). However, this literature also notes a lack of empirical evaluation specific to safeguarding practices and their implementations. 
Studies of camp-based programmes suggest leaders often occupy multiple roles, including mentors, instructors and role models, and when staff are trained to intentionally promote inclusion, reflection and personal growth, youth outcomes are enhanced (Garst et al., 2011; Wilson et al., 2020). Recent research also underscores the importance of culturally responsive leadership to support diverse participants as previously outlined (Holt et al., 2016; Coakley, 2017).


7 - Strategy Implementation in Youth Sport and Camp Programmes
Effective youth sport and summer camp programmes depend not only on strong theoretical foundation, but also, the successful implementation of informed strategies. Research consistently shows even well-designed programmes can fail at producing positive outcomes if implementation quality is weak or inconsistent (Durlak & DuPre, 2008). In a youth sporting context, this involves translating broad developmental frameworks into solid, concrete practice through staff training, structured activities and intentional design as previously identified (Hold et al., 2017). Studies suggest that programmes with clear guidance are more likely to deliver consistent experiences for young people (Vella et al., 2013; Bean & Forneris, 2017). 
Implementation research highlights the importance of balancing structure and flexibility however, with community-based programmes requiring adaptability as well as core programme principles in order to meet the diverse needs of participants (Fixsen et al., 2005). Overall, literature suggests that successful strategy implementation in youth sport relies on intentional planning, adequate staff, and organisational systems that prioritise delivery. Durlak et al. (2011) outlined the importance of reflection and evaluation within implementation processes to further support continuous improvements and long-term programme sustainability.


8 - Gaps and Future Directions in Youth Sport and Camp-Based Research
Despite the growing body of literature supporting the developmental potential of youth in summer camp programmes, several gaps remain that limit theoretical and practical applications. While many studies report positive psychosocial outcomes associated with sports participation, few consider the long-term outcomes (Holt et al., 2017; Lerner et al., 2005). There is therefore limited evidence regarding the ongoing persistence of skills developed such as confidence, leadership, and social responsibility beyond participation in programmes. Another notable gap is the lack of differentiation between types of programmes in the context of structure, staffing, and organisational value (Coakley, 2011; Bean and Forneris, 2017). This limits the ability to identify the most effective types of programmes at promoting PYD. Future research would benefit from context-aware approaches that examine how different organisations differ at delivery of developmental outcomes. Throughout the literature reviewed, there is also a relative lack of youth voice, despite PYD frameworks emphasising youth agency. Many studies rely heavily on adult perspectives, programme evaluations and coach reports (Camiré et al., 2012). This is particularly important moving forwards as understanding the experiences of marginalised groups, is crucial to providing quality programming for them (Coakley, 2017).
In terms of future direction, integrative, multi-theoretical approaches that combine PYD with experiential learning and social ecological perspectives (Holt et al., 2016; Pierce et al., 2017). Such approaches would allow researchers to not only examine developmental outcomes, but also the mechanisms needed to shape them. There is also growing recognition for the need to focus on research that translates theory into practical guidance for staff training and programme design (Velle et al., 2013). Overall, future research should prioritise how intentional sport and camp programmes can promote equitable and sustainable youth development. This will strengthen the evidence base and enhance the capacity of community organisations when delivering meaningful developmental outcomes.



Conclusion
This literature review has critically examined and analysed the role of organised sports within summer camp contexts, with particular emphasis on programmes delivered by community organsations like the YMCA of the USA. Drawing on established theoretical frameworks including Positive Youth Development and experiential learning, paired with empirical research, the review highlights the significant potential of structured sport programmes in supporting young people's physical health, psychological wellbeing and broader developmental outcomes. Evidence consistently demonstrates that when sports is delivered with intention, supported by staff and practices, it can contribute meaningfully to positive youth development, particularly during out of school periods when physical activity and social engagement often decline.
However, the review also identifies improtant limitations within existing literature, notably the fragmented nature of research specific to summer camps and the limited evaluation of organisational strategy, quality of implementation, and safeguarding practices. While the YMCA’s missions and values align closely with evidence-based youth development principles, there remains the need to better understand how these principles are utlised across diverse camp settings and how strategic implementation influences programme design. The literature also suggests that central mechanisms for beneficial development include access, equity, staffing, and programme quality, however, these are crucial and not optional. 
In response to these findings, the next phase of work will focus on the development of a strategic implementation consultancy report for YMCA summer camps. Grounded in the evidence synthesised within this review, the report will aim to translate theory and research into practical, context-sensitive guidance for programme design, staff training, and delivery. By bridging the gap between academic research and applied practice, the consultancy report seeks to support Y-USA in strengthening programme quality, enhancing developmental impact, and ensuring equitable access to high-quality sport experiences for young people across its summer camp provision.
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