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Family Leisure

One of the most important ways for a family to foster 
strength and resilience is to engage in healthy, fulfill-
ing leisure activities together. Leisure is the use of free 
time for enjoyment. Some families may feel like they 
do not have time for leisure activities, but research 
shows it is important to find time to engage in leisure 
activities together. 

Being involved in and satisfied with family leisure 
leads to:

• better family communication

• closeness to family members 

• ability to handle stressful situations

• satisfaction with family life

In other words, when families enjoy leisure activities 
together, they tend to feel like their families are closer, 
stronger, and more satisfying in general.

Types of Family Leisure 

Common, easy, quick, and inexpensive things that 
families can do together almost every day are called 
core leisure activities. Some examples of core leisure 
activities include playing cards, watching tv shows or 
movies, playing catch, or talking about the day. These 
kinds of activities do not require a lot of set up, plan-
ning, time, or money. These core activities are often 
common ways family members bond with each other. 

Balance leisure activities are activities that take more 
effort to engage in and tend to cost more in terms of 
time and money. These include activities like going 
to concerts or sporting events or taking road trips 
for holidays or family reunions. Generally, they are 
activities that tend to be out of the ordinary or take 
place in new settings.

Balance leisure activities can also bring people togeth-
er, but they are different from core activities as they 
tend to involve new experiences and change—which 
can sometimes be challenging. For example, a trip to 
the zoo is fun, but it may require extra planning and 



preparation. Considering things like naps, mealtimes, 
and weather may be important for the activity to be 
enjoyable for the whole family. Balance leisure activ-
ities are helpful for families to learn how to respond 
well to change, while also strengthening relationships. 

While both core and balance leisure activities benefit 
families, research suggests that core leisure activities 
are particularly important for strong, healthy families. 

Suggestions for Engaging 
in Healthy Family Leisure

• Remember that leisure activities do not have to 
be expensive or extravagant to be meaningful. 
Enjoying conversations over dinner, playing a card 
game, watching a favorite show together, going for a 
walk, and playing catch can all be positive, bene-
ficial activities for the family that do not require 
much set up or expense. The important thing is that 
your family is together and enjoying one another—
not that a lot of money was spent. 

• Make time for family leisure. Being involved in 
family leisure regularly is important and connected 
to benefits for individuals and the whole family. 
Though leisure time should be frequent, how that 
looks for your family may be different compared 
to another. Some families may prefer to set aside a 
regular night each week for activities, while other 
families may benefit from more flexibility. The 
important thing is that families are doing leisure 
activities together regularly. 

• Engage in activities that the whole family will 
enjoy together. This may take some trial and error, 
but that’s okay. Try a board game, go for a hike, or 
cook a meal together, and see how everyone feels 
about it. The more satisfying the leisure activity is, 
the more likely it will strengthen family connec-
tions. If family members enjoy a variety of activities, 
take turns letting each other choose the family 
activity.

• Identify activities that suit your family’s needs. 
For example, if your family enjoys nature, then 
hikes, picnics, and boating may be your preference. 
However, for those less interested in spending time 
outside, activities like going to the movies or doing 
an art project might be more appropriate. The im-
portant thing to remember is that families benefit 
from regular participation in healthy, satisfying 
leisure activities. It’s okay if these leisure activities 
look different for each family. 

• Technology can be a great way for families to 
connect but can also interrupt family time. For 
example, if your family likes playing video games, 
choose games where multiple people can work to-
gether or compete at the same time. It’s also a good 
idea to pick games that don’t require a high level of 
skill to participate—that way, younger or less skilled 
players can join in on the fun.  



• Picking an activity that is challenging for the 
family can be a low-pressure way to help families 
learn to communicate better. Examples include 
working through puzzles and riddles, an obstacle 
course, or an “escape room.” These kinds of activ-
ities may help families learn to adapt to challenges 
and problem-solve.

• Leisure activities should be fun and friendly. 
Healthy competition is a natural aspect of some 
leisure activities (like board games, sports). But it is 
important that each family member treat the others 
with respect. Leisure activities are good opportuni-
ties for children to learn social skills. For example, 
younger children can learn how to be a good winner 
or loser (for example, without bragging or com-
plaining) by watching parents and older siblings 
model these behaviors.

• Remember that leisure activities are about 
having fun but are also an important way for 
family members to connect with one another. 
Ask questions about what each person enjoyed the 
most about the activity. Praise effort, problem-solv-
ing, and other strengths you see in each family 
member. Leisure activities are a good way to learn 
more about each other, including your goals and 
challenges. When someone misbehaves, use the 
opportunity to model good communication and 
problem-solving skills.

Leisure activities are a vital way that family members 
connect with one another. Making time to regularly 
engage in leisure time can benefit the whole family. 
Talk with your family about how to build in more 
leisure time, and have fun as a family!

References

Agate, J. R., Zabriskie, R. B., Agate, S. T., & Poff, R. (2009). Family leisure satisfaction and satisfaction with family 
life. Journal of Leisure Research, 41(2), 205–223. https://doi.org/10.1080/00222216.2009.11950166 

Hodge, C., Bocarro, J. N., Henderson, K. A., Zabriskie, R., Parcel, T. L., & Kanters, M. A. (2015). Family leisure: 
An integrative review of research from select journals. Journal of Leisure Research, 47(5), 577–600. https://doi.
org/10.18666/jlr-2015-v47-i5-5705 

Huff, C., Widmer, M., McCoy, K., & Hill, B. (2003). The influence of challenging outdoor recreation on parent-
adolescent communication. Therapeutic Recreation Journal, 37(1), 18–37.

Townsend, J. A., Van Puymbroeck, M., & Zabriskie, R. B. (2017). The Core and Balance Model of Family Leisure 
Functioning: A systematic review. Leisure Sciences, 39(5), 436–456. https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2017.13
33057 

Zabriskie, R. B., & McCormick, B. P. (2001). The influences of family leisure patterns on perceptions of family 
functioning. Family Relations, 50(3), 281–289. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3729.2001.00281.x

https://doi.org/10.1080/00222216.2009.11950166
https://doi.org/10.18666/jlr-2015-v47-i5-5705
https://doi.org/10.18666/jlr-2015-v47-i5-5705
https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2017.1333057
https://doi.org/10.1080/01490400.2017.1333057
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3729.2001.00281.x


Visit tipps.extension.msstate.edu for additional parenting resources.
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