
Introductory Guide for Merit Badge Counselors
The merit badge counselor is a key player in the Boy Scout advancement program. Whatever your area 
of expertise or interest—whether it is a special craft or hobby (basketry, leatherwork, coin collecting), a 
profession (veterinary medicine, aviation, engineering), or perhaps a life skill (cooking, personal 
management, communications)—as a merit badge counselor, you can play a vital role in stirring a 
young man's curiosity about that particular topic. By serving as a merit badge counselor, you offer your 
time, knowledge, and other resources so that Scouts can explore a topic of interest.

If you are not yet a merit badge counselor, it is easy to become a volunteer. You will need to register 
with the Boy Scouts of America, through your BSA local council. This entails contacting the local 
council, then obtaining, completing, and turning in the "Adult Application." The council will then 
process the application. (Every applicant is screened.)

Upon approval to serve as a volunteer, individuals are expected to complete BSA Youth Protection 
training within 90 days of assuming a leadership position. This training can be done through the 
BSA's Online Learning Center at olc.scouting.org. The Boy Scouts of America seeks to create a safe 
environment for young people and adult leaders to enjoy the program and related activities. BSA 
Youth Protection training helpspreserve that environment.

Understanding the Scouting Program
The Scouting program emphasizes helping young men develop character, citizenship, and mental and 
physical fitness. Among the handful of methods used to build on these aims of Scouting are adult 
association, leadership development, and advancement.

Besides parents and relatives, schoolteachers, religious leaders, and possibly coaches, most Scout-age 
youth don't have much contact with many other adults or professionals. A Scout's association with his 
merit badge counselors provides an excellent way for him to grow and gain confidence through 
exposure to quality adults who serve as positive role models and mentors to him. Meeting people from 
business and community leaders to trained specialists and enthusiastic hobbyists, a Scout can 
experience a chance for personal growth and a positive life-altering experience while in pursuit of a 
merit badge.

To help carry out its mission, the BSA relies on more than 300 local councils. These service centers 
operate autonomously, sort of like franchises. Every local council has its own support staff and 
operates under the guidance of a Scout executive. To more efficiently serve its members, the local 
council is divided into districts, which are managed by district executives. The district executive serves 
as the grassroots contact between the local council and its volunteers.

A Merit Badge Counselor Is ...
As a merit badge counselor, your mission is to join fun with learning. You are both a teacher and 
mentor to the Scout as he works on a merit badge and learns by doing. By presenting opportunities for 
growth via engaging activities like designing a Web page (Computers), performing an ollie and a 
wheelie (Snowboarding), or fabricating rope (Pioneering), you can pique a young man's interest in the 
merit badge subject. Just think: Your hands-on involvement could inspire a Scout to develop a lifelong 
hobby, pursue a particular career, or become an independent, self-supporting adult.

http://olc.scouting.org/


A Scout first expresses an interest in a particular merit badge by letting his unit leader know. To get 
him started, the leader may give him a signed Application for Merit Badge (blue card) along with the 
name and telephone number of a district/council approved merit badge counselor. The Scout then 
contacts the merit badge counselor and makes an appointment. The merit badge counselor sets a date 
and time to meet with the Scout and his buddy, and may suggest the Scout bring the merit badge 
pamphlet along with the blue card.

Most local councils (including summer camps) use the Application for Merit Badge, or blue card, 
although it is not required. This tool just makes the recordkeeping easier for the Scout, the merit 
badge counselor, and the unit leader. At summer camp, a Scout may receive partial credit for 
completion of a merit badge on the blue card, which goes to the Scoutmaster at week's end. Back 
home, the Scout would need to contact a merit badge counselor for assistance with completing the 
rest of the requirements.

At the first meeting, the Scout and his merit badge counselor review and start working on the 
requirements. In some cases, the Scout may share with the merit badge counselor the work he has 
started or accomplished. As the merit badge counselor, you and the Scout work out a tentative schedule 
for completing the requirements. You should consider both short-term and long-term goals, keeping 
other obligations (school, Scouting, sports, and so on) in mind, and set dates, times, and a location for 
future meetings. The number of meetings will depend on the difficulty of the requirements and the 
preparation and ability of the Scout.

Your duty is to be satisfied that each Scout who comes to you meets all the requirements for the merit 
badge you are coaching. You do this by helping Scouts overcome the different hurdles of the 
requirements and making them aware of the deeper aspects of the subject through their learning 
experience. You may tell about your own experiences to help positively reinforce the subject matter. 
However, you may not tack on new requirements or extra work. While you may guide and instruct a 
Scout on the subject matter, he must do the work himself.

As each requirement is completed, you will test the Scout individually, with his buddy present. If you 
are using a blue card, update this card as the Scout completes each requirement. When the young man 
has completed all the requirements, you sign off on the blue card and the Scout returns the completed 
card to his unit leader.

Summer Camp Merit Badge Counselors
The same qualifications and rules for merit badge counselors apply to council summer camp merit 
badge programs. All merit badge counselors must be at least 18 years of age. Camp staff members 
under age 18 may assist with instruction but cannot serve in the role of the merit badge counselor.

Helpful Hints
Here are some simple tips that every merit badge counselor should keep 
in mind.

• Make the Scout feel welcome and relaxed. 
• Stimulate the Scout's interest by showing him something related 

to the merit badge subject, but don't overwhelm him; remember, 
he is probably a beginner. 

• Carefully review each requirement, start with easy skills or 
questions, and encourage practice. 

The merit badge counselor 
assesses the Scout's 
knowledge to ensure he has 
completed all the required 
work—no more, and no less. 
You may not add to, delete 
from, or modify the merit 
badge requirements in any 
way, although certain 
considerations can be made 
for Scouts with disabilities.



• Insist that the Scout do exactly what the requirements specify. Many of the requirements 
involve hands-on activities that call for a Scout to show or demonstrate; make; list; discuss; or 
collect, identify, and label—and he must do just that. 

• Don't make the requirement more difficult—or any easier—than stated. A Scout may undertake 
more activities on his own initiative, but he cannot be pushed to do so. 

• During testing, the Scout might need help in a particular area or with a certain skill, and may 
need to be retested later to ensure the requirement has been fulfilled. 

• Encourage self-evaluation and self-reflection, and establish an atmosphere that encourages the 
Scout to ask for help. 

• Take a genuine interest in the Scout's projects, and encourage completion.

Resources for Merit Badge Counselors
These resources may be helpful to individuals who are interested in serving as a merit badge counselor. 
These items are available through your local council service center or on the Web at 
www.scoutstuff.org.

A Guide for Merit Badge Counseling, No. 
34532C

This tri-fold flier gives a well-rounded 
explanation about the merit badge program and 
spells out the counselor's responsibilities.

Merit Badge Counselor Orientation, No. 34542

Merit badge counselors in training can use this two-
page resource as a quick reference.

Boy Scout Requirements (current year), No. 
33215

This is the book for complete, official 
requirements for each merit badge, rank 
advancement, and special awards and 
recognitions. This booklet is revised every year 
and takes precedence over any other resource 
regarding rank and merit badge requirements.

Scoutmaster Handbook, No. 33009C

This resource serves as the Scoutmaster's primary 
guide and contains a helpful section about 
advancement, including the merit badge program. 
(See the "Advancement" chapter.)

Boy Scout Handbook, No. 33105

This is the Boy Scout's most vital source of 
information and encompasses all facets of 
Scouting, including a chapter on merit badges.

Application for Merit Badge, No. 34124A
Better known as the "blue card," this blue wallet-
sized card shows that the Scout has permission to 
start working on a particular merit badge, records his 
progress, and, when completed, provides a separate 
record for the Scout, the counselor, and the unit.

Merit Badge Counselor Information, No. 
34405

Local councils use the information from this 
form to identify merit badge counselors, the 
merit badges they are willing to coach, and other 
pertinent information. This form also includes 

Advancement Committee Guide Policies and 
Procedures, No. 33088D

This handbook is the bible for Scouters who are 
responsible for advancement at the council, district, 
and unit levels. The book contains the current BSA 
policies, procedures, rules, and regulations, as well 

http://www.scoutstuff.org/


the merit badge counselor's agreement to follow 
the merit badge requirements, and other BSA 
policies. This form, available online in PDF 
format (click here), should be submitted to the 
BSA local council along with the Adult 
Application.

as other information pertinent to Boy Scout 
advancement. It is updated periodically.

Adult Application (to Be a Scouting Volunteer), No. 28-501C

To serve as a merit badge counselor, an individual must complete and return this adult registration 
form. The Adult Application is valid for one year only and must be renewed annually. To register as a 
merit badge counselor, mark the box labeled "Council/district position" in the upper right-hand block 
with "merit badge counselor." Fill in the "Position Code" with code "42," and fill in the "Position 
(Description)" with "merit badge counselor." This application also is available in Spanish (No. 28-
502Q).

Supplemental Training: Merit Badge Counselor Instructors Guide
This module, which may be reveiwed online or used to conduct a training event, is designed to guide 
new and potential merit badge counselors through their responsibilities in the role and will give them 
an understanding of the methods of counseling Scouts. It is intended as a short orientation course for 
new merit badge counselors before they begin working with Scouts.

http://www.scouting.org/boyscouts/supplemental/18-125/index.html
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