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Abstract

Family leisure research has indicated that a positive 
relationship exists between family leisure involvement 
and family dynamics such as family functioning, 
satisfaction with family life and leisure, and 
communication. Participating in activities together 
is important to families with a child with Autism 
Spectrum Disorder (ASD), and can benefit the well-
being of the entire family. The purpose of this study was 
to examine the immediate and long-term influence of 
participation in a family camp designed specifically for 
families with a child with ASD. Themes from interviews 
highlight positive perceptions of family leisure 
experiences following camp. Implications for future 
research are discussed. 
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Family leisure involvement as conceptualized by the Core and Balance framework 
has been found to be positively related to a variety of domains of family well-being 
such as family functioning, satisfaction with family life, family communication, 
and family leisure satisfaction (Townsend, Van Puymbroeck, & Zabriskie, 2017). 
Recreation participation also has been found to have substantial impacts, both positive 
and negative, on the family dynamics of families with a child with a disability (Dodd, 
Zabriskie, Widmer, & Eggett, 2009; Lerner-Baron, 2007; Mactavish, McKay, Iwasaki, 
& Betteridge, 2007; Meadan et al., 2010). Yet many families with a child with Autism 
Spectrum Disorder (ASD) face increased challenges to their family well-being and 
participation in activities at home and in the community are frequently difficult 
(Glass, 2001). Constraints predominantly include a lack of societal awareness and 
etiquette concerning people with ASD, as well as a dearth of programs that are able to 
accommodate these families (Glass, 2001; Higgins, Bailey, & Pearce, 2005; Thornock, 
2003). Research has demonstrated that increased parental involvement has positive 
influences on parental and family well-being for families with a child with ASD, and 
scholars in the field of autism have suggested that interventions and services for this 
population be family-centered (Meadan, Halle, & Ebata, 2010). The purpose of this 
study was to examine the perceived influence of participation in a family camp on the 
well-being of these families. This camp was developed specifically for families with 
a child with ASD and aimed to influence their involvement in recreation activities 
together and their well-being as a family.

Literature Review

Autism Spectrum Disorders
ASDs are one of the fastest growing developmental disabilities in the United 

States. Diagnoses on the spectrum include Autism, Asperger’s Syndrome, Pervasive 
Developmental Disorder–Not Otherwise Specified (PDD-NOS), Rett’s Syndrome, 
and Childhood Disintegrative Disorder (Autism Speaks, 2011). Current prevalence 
rates are estimated at 1 in 68 children, with boys having higher rates (1 in 42) than 
girls (1 in 189; Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2016). ASDs occur early 
in childhood and affect a child’s social interactions, communication, and behaviors 
(American Psychiatric Association, 2000). Early intervention services have been found 
to be beneficial in addressing functional deficits; however, this may result in families 
negotiating up to 40 hours a week of therapy, both in and out of the home, for many 
years (Glass, 2001). Daily life may consist of a highly-structured routine revolving 
around the child with ASD, which has been found to have distinct, long-term impacts 
on the entire family (Higgins et al., 2005).
Influence of ASD on the Family

Families with a child with ASD may rely on schedules in their daily life, and a lack 
of structure may lead to disruptions in routines (DeGrace, 2004; Larson, 2005). The 
demands of family life may be difficult to negotiate when trying to accommodate for 
the varying needs of children with ASD and their siblings. Higgins et al. (2005) suggest 
that additional stress and conflict are placed on the family due to unusual behavioral 
repertoires and difficulty with managing those behaviors. This conflict often results in 
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the inability to participate in activities with all members of the family, and contributes 
to feelings of disconnectedness and inability to meet the needs of all family members. 

While much research has focused on the negative outcomes for these families, 
positive outcomes have been reported as well. Research on siblings of a child with 
ASD has indicated that they have increased warmth, closeness, patience, empathy, and 
maturity (Ross & Cuskelly, 2006; Schuntermann, 2007; Stoneman, 2005). Parents have 
also reported greater marital satisfaction, changes in life perspectives, and emotionally 
well-adjusted children (Scorgie & Sobsey, 2000; Summers, Behr, & Turnbull, 1988). 
Bayat (2007) indicated that families with a child with ASD became stronger and more 
resilient because of their experiences with the child. The functional impairments 
related to ASD, the influence of these impairments on the family, and the experiences 
associated with caring for and adapting to a child with ASD influence the family in 
many ways (Herring et al., 2006; Manning, Wainwright, & Bennett, 2008; Morgan, 
1988). Oftentimes, this influence extends to family leisure involvement, as family 
activities are often sacrificed for a variety of reasons having to do with the diagnosis 
(Coyne & Fullerton, 2004; DeMayer & Goldberg, 1983; Glass, 2001; Larson, 2005; 
Lerner-Baron, 2007). 
Family Leisure

Family leisure involvement has a long history of influencing positive outcomes 
(Hawks, 1991) and has been suggested as a strengthening factor for families of any 
structure (Orthner, 1998; Smith, 1997). Recreation involvement has been found to be 
positively related to many family life domains (Agate, Zabriskie, Agate, & Poff, 2009; 
Baldwin, Ellis, & Baldwin, 1999; Orthner, 1975).

Family leisure involvement of families with a child with a disability. Involvement 
in leisure activities for families with a child with a developmental disability has been 
found to influence stress and coping, overall family functioning, and quality of life 
for the entire family (Mactavish et al., 2007; Meadan et al., 2010; Turnbull, Summers, 
Lee, & Kyzar, 2007). Additionally, through leisure involvement, these families have 
been able to develop problem-solving and negotiation skills, increase confidence in 
and awareness of their abilities, and develop support systems (Bristol, 1985; Dodd et 
al., 2009; Mactavish & Schleien, 1998). Parents have also reported feeling empowered 
in their activities when they learned specialized recreation skills through one-on-one 
instruction based on the needs of their child (Prupas, Harvey, & Benjamin, 2006). 
They also had fun, enjoyed their time with their children, and strengthened familial 
relationships. 
Core and Balance Model of Family Leisure Functioning

The Core and Balance Model of Family Leisure Functioning (Zabriskie & 
McCormick, 2001) posits that there are two types of activity patterns that can explain 
family leisure involvement: core family leisure and balance family leisure. Core family 
leisure experiences are low cost, typically home-based, relatively accessible, and are 
everyday activities. This may include activities such as family dinner, playing games 
together, shooting hoops in the driveway, and exercising together. Core family leisure 
provides families with stability and consistency and generally develops family cohesion 
(Zabriskie & McCormick, 2001). Balance family leisure experiences are more novel and 
occur in local and distant communities. These activities may include family vacations, 
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going out to dinner or to the movies, attending sporting events in the community, or 
participating in outdoor activities such as camping. Balance family leisure provides 
families with novelty and challenge, which generally develops family flexibility 
(Zabriskie & McCormick, 2001). 

The Core and Balance framework suggests that family leisure involvement is 
directly related to family functioning, and that families who participate in both types 
function better, as compared to families who participate in less or in only one type 
of activity (i.e., all balance, no core; Townsend, Van Puymbroeck, & Zabriskie, 2017; 
Zabriskie & McCormick, 2001). A substantial body of work has been developed 
using the Core and Balance framework, and findings suggest an overall positive 
relationship between family leisure involvement and family functioning (Townsend, 
Van Puymbroeck, & Zabriskie, 2017). Additionally, involvement in core family leisure 
experiences consistently demonstrates a stronger relationship with overall family 
functioning than involvement in balance family leisure experiences, suggesting that 
well-functioning families participate frequently in activities that bond their families 
together, establish consistency in their family’s life, and allow flexibility in their 
relationships at the same time (Dodd et al., 2009; Freeman & Zabriskie, 2003; Townsend 
& Zabriskie, 2010). Family leisure experiences are also one context in which families 
can develop communication skills in a safe, fun, and enjoyable manner (Bandoroff & 
Scherer, 1994; Huff, Widmer, McCoy, & Hill, 2003; Kugath, 1997). For families with 
a child with ASD, opportunities to develop these communication skills may enhance 
their ability to negotiate the challenges that accompany such a diagnosis. 
Family Functioning of Families with a Child with ASD

 Many studies of families with a child with ASD have examined a variety of 
related but indirect aspects of family functioning such as stress, coping, resources, and 
adjustment (Herring et al., 2006; Mandelco, Olsen, Dyches, & Marshall, 2003; Meadan 
et al., 2010; Rao & Beidel, 2009; Turnbull et al., 2007; Vliem, 2009). Altiere and von 
Kluge (2009) found that families with a child with ASD did not differ significantly from 
normative families in their perceptions of family cohesion. Orsmond, Lin, and Seltzer 
(2007), however, indicated that mothers who have multiple children with disabilities 
perceived lower cohesion and flexibility than mothers who were parenting only one 
child with ASD. Williams et al. (2002) indicated that family functioning negatively 
affected the behavior of the sibling, and the mood of the parent had a strong negative, 
direct effect on family cohesion. The authors also suggested that, among other variables 
such as sibling mood and feelings of support, family functioning may be alterable 
through interventions. Family-centered recreation is one type of intervention that 
could be useful with families with a child with ASD, as involvement in recreation 
activities has been found to have a positive relationship with well-functioning families. 
While family leisure involvement and family functioning have been the foundation 
of the Core and Balance framework, other family life domains such as satisfaction 
with family life and recreation have been included in understanding family leisure 
involvement using this framework.
Satisfaction with Family Life and Recreation

 Satisfaction with family life has been defined as “a conscious cognitive judgment 
of one’s family life in which the criteria for judgment are up to the individual” 
(Zabriskie & Ward, 2013). Several scholars have reported positive relationships 
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between leisure involvement and life satisfaction (e.g., Mactavish & Schleien, 1998; 
Metzelaars, 1994; Ragheb & Griffith, 1982; Shaw & Dawson, 2001; Trafton & Tinsley, 
1980), and Zabriskie and McCormick (2003) considered family leisure involvement 
to be a primary contributor to satisfaction with family life. Satisfaction with family 
leisure participation has been found to influence life satisfaction more significantly 
than frequency, duration, or quantity of participation in samples of families with 
typically developing children (Holman & Jacquart, 1988; Orthner, 1975; Russell, 
1987, 1990; Zabriskie & McCormick, 2003). However, this domain has been studied 
infrequently among families with a child with ASD. Two studies have reported that 
parents indicated positive changes in their family satisfaction following participation 
in family recreation activities (Mactavish & Schleien, 2004; Tunali & Power, 2002). It 
is possible that involvement in family recreation activities may be an adequate way to 
meet the social needs of the entire family, positively contributing to satisfaction with 
family life and overall family well-being. 

The purpose of this study was to examine the perceived influence of participation 
in a family camp on the well-being of families with a child with ASD. This camp aimed 
to influence their involvement in recreation activities together, as well as their family 
well-being. A family leisure education workshop based on the principles of the Core 
and Balance framework was implemented as part of the camp.

Methods

Family Camp
These data are a subset of a larger study in which families with a child with ASD 

attended a 2-day, 2-night family camp, designed specifically for these families. This 
study received human subject approval from the university Institutional Review Board. 
Following arrival at the recreation facility, informed consent/assent was obtained from 
all individual participants included in the study. Parents and children slept in cabins 
or tents (their choice), and over the course of two days, participated in canoeing, 
swimming, and fishing. They also participated in challenge course and archery 
activities, made s’mores and tie-dyed t-shirts, and played camp games. Undergraduate 
recreational therapy (RT) students were recruited and trained to be camp counselors. 
They were assigned on a 1:1 ratio with each family to assist them in their participation in 
the activities. The camp was developed and implemented by the principal investigator 
(PI), who is also a Certified Therapeutic Recreation Specialist (CTRS). Parents attended 
two 1.5-hour family leisure education sessions while their children played games with 
camp counselors. The leisure education sessions included parental assessments and 
covered the topics of family leisure involvement and its influence on family well-being. 
Assessments evaluated current levels of family leisure involvement, family functioning, 
communication, and satisfaction with their family life and leisure. The scores from 
these assessments were calculated and provided to each family, and were discussed in 
detail as part of the discussion of family leisure and family well-being. Parents were 
encouraged to talk about their family leisure experiences with their children while at 
the camp (i.e., walking to and from activities, sitting together during meals, and during 
free time), and the CTRS and camp counselors were present to help facilitate these 
discussions.
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The second family leisure education session focused on determining family 
leisure interests, examining the barriers to implementation, and brainstorming ways 
to negotiate those barriers. Worksheets related to these elements were completed as 
part of the session, with assistance from the CTRS. Much of the discussion during this 
session focused on ways to negotiate the barriers to implementation, as they were very 
specific to the characteristics and behaviors commonly experienced by these families 
(i.e., lack of child interest in trying new activities, etc.). At the end of the session, 
each family’s children were invited to participate in a large group family activity as a 
concluding element of the workshop. More information about the camp can be found 
elsewhere (Townsend & Van Puymbroeck, 2012).
Participants

Subjects were recruited from families associated with the local chapter of the 
Easter Seals, whose children had attended a camp specifically for children with ASD at 
the same location earlier that summer. Families were informed of the family camp and 
research project by an Easter Seals representative and were invited to register for the 
camp one month prior to the start date. While all members of the family were invited 
to attend the camp, data gathered for this study was limited to parent interviews. 

Fourteen out of 51 families contacted by an Easter Seals representative self-
selected into the study (27.4% response rate). Participants in this study consisted of 24 
parents who attended the weekend camp with their children (13 mothers, 11 fathers). 
The average age of the parents was 46.7 years old, and their annual median household 
income ranged from $60,000–$80,000. Ninety-two percent of the parents in this study 
were currently married, and families consisted of an average of 4.2 members. The 
majority of families represented a two-parent biological family arrangement (58.3%), 
with other family types represented as well (see Table 1 for more details). Attrition 
resulted in small sample sizes for the analysis: seven sets of parents completed two-
month interviews (50% response rate), and three sets of parents completed the six-
month interviews (21% response rate). 
Table 1
Demographic Information (N=24 parents)

Family Characteristics Range and Percentage Mean (SD) 
Parent Gender 54.2% female  
Parent Age 29 – 54 46.7 (5.6) 
Family Size   3 – 10    4.2 (1.76) 
     # of Children  1 – 8    2.5 (1.74) 

Annual Household Income Median: $60,000 - $80-000 
Range: $30,000 - over $100,000    

Current Marital Status    
     Married (1st or 2nd marriage) 92%   
     Divorced   8%   
Family Arrangements    
     Two-parent biological family 58%   
     Blended step-family 25%  
     Adoptive family 17%  
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Interviews
Interviews were conducted at two and six month periods following participation 

in the study. At each time point, parents were asked five questions in a semi-structured 
format that pertained to their perceptions of change in each of the family well-being 
domains since the camp experience (see Table 2 for interview guide). A semi-structured 
interview method was used because we were primarily interested in perceived changes 
relating to the areas of focus in the Core and Balance framework (family leisure 
involvement, functioning, satisfaction, and communication). Probing questions 
were also used to delve deeper into the parents’ responses in these areas. Interviews 
were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. Sociodemographic information was 
collected at camp. The PI also kept a field journal and made note of comments that 
were overheard throughout the week. In conjunction with the interviews, these notes 
were used to help triangulate the data (Glesne, 2006).

Q
1. Please describe any changes in your family leisure participation since you participated 

in the program. 
2. Please describe any changes in your family functioning since you participated in the 

program. 
3. Please describe any changes in your family communication since you participated in 

the program. 
4. Please describe any changes in your satisfaction with family life since you participated 

in the program. 
5. Please describe any changes in your family leisure satisfaction since you participated in 

the program. 
 

Table 2
Interview Questions

Analysis
A deductive thematic analysis was performed on all interview transcripts. Given 

that the interview questions were specifically targeting the theoretical constructs of the 
Core and Balance framework (see Table 2), findings are structured in such a way that 
analyst-constructed categories and sub-categories align with the theoretical constructs 
(Rossman & Rallis, 2003). A second round of inductive coding was conducted 
to identify new themes that could expand the understanding of the theoretical 
framework. They provided a more robust understanding of the intricacies of family 
leisure involvement and family well-being among families with an adolescent with 
ASD, and both support and are supported by the broader family leisure literature, 
which warrants their classification as themes. These themes were not explicit elements 
of the existing framework, rather they are unique to this data set. 

Trustworthiness and validity of the data were determined using triangulation, 
member checks, and an external audit (Glesne, 2006). Data were gathered from 
interviews with parents, as well as notes written by the PI over the course of the study 
(before, during, and after the camp). A co-investigator performed content analysis and 
constant comparison on the transcripts independently of the PI. Results were compared 
and discussed, and there were no discrepancies between the two interpretations.
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Results
There was a robustness to the data that provided many insightful quotes to support 

the sub-categories and themes. Due to space limitations, findings in each area were 
summarized and an exemplar quote was provided as evidence. Three main categories 
(family leisure involvement, family functioning, and satisfaction with family life and 
leisure) and five sub-categories (core and balance family leisure involvement, cohesion, 
flexibility, and communication) were established in these data based on the theoretical 
framework. Additionally, six themes emerged during the analysis. As a reminder, these 
themes are not explicit elements of the framework, and are unique to this study. Five 
of these themes were situated within two of the categories. A sixth theme emerged 
as an overarching element, and did not fit within one of the categories, as the other 
themes did. This core theme was named awareness, and referred to the awareness of 
family leisure that parents gained from their experiences during this camp, likely as an 
outcome of the leisure education sessions. For example, one parent said:

I think the camp made us think more about what we can do while we’re away; 
planning activities to do as a family. Has it made life perfect? No, it hasn’t done 
that. I would say it’s probably given us the opportunity to realize the activities 
that we can do as a family, and you don’t shy away from doing them. (Family 
of 2 children, 1 boy with ASD) 

Family Leisure Involvement
The first category addresses family leisure involvement and broadly suggests that 

parents were actively trying to change the leisure involvement of their families. Parents’ 
comments were broken into two sub-categories, which focused on core and balance 
family leisure involvement, respectively. Two themes emerged: 1) breaking out of 
routines and 2) the intentional nature of activities. 

Core family leisure involvement. In the first sub-category, parents described the 
activities they were attempting to implement in their families as core types of family 
leisure experiences. Some even used the term core activities while describing their 
experiences, which is likely due to the discussion of core and balance family leisure in 
the education sessions. The core activities they described were predominantly home-
based, and could occur frequently or spontaneously without disrupting the typical 
family routine, like eating dinner together and having game nights. In some instances, 
these were activities that families had tried in the past, but had not maintained. During 
the education sessions at camp, many parents spoke of their desires to play more games 
with their children, but that they hesitated to do so because their child couldn’t sit still 
for any period of time, or because their child wanted to play the game in a certain way, 
which wasn’t fun for the rest of the family. 

One mother spoke about how playing games in the past had been an unpleasant 
experience because of the behavioral outbursts their son frequently exhibited. She went 
on to explain that he had grown and matured over the summer and made dramatic 
improvements in his behavior, such that they felt like game playing was an activity they 
could bring back into their lives:

I think we’re making more of an effort to…do things like Phase 10 [card 
game], or Banana Grams. . . .Historically, that’s been like pulling teeth, but it’s 
not anymore. (Family of 3 children, 1 boy with ASD)



151

Camp and Family Well-Being

Many parents indicated that they were making more of an effort to eat dinner together. 
Some indicated that this was difficult because of their lifestyles with jobs, extracurricular 
activities (especially during the school year), and family logistics (shared custody for 
blended families), but they still seemed to be aware of the importance of doing it, even 
if family logistics impeded participation as often as they would have liked. 

Balance family leisure involvement. With regard to the second sub-category, 
balance family leisure, parents spoke about their desires to participate in activities they 
had never done before, like taking a big vacation or attending a concert, as well as the 
challenges they would face in doing so. This was a topic of much discussion during 
the leisure education session. A prevalent concern among these parents focused on 
the amount of effort and risk associated with implementing these types of activities. 
Most of the effort associated with participating in bigger activities had to do with being 
able to accommodate the needs of other members of the family, while simultaneously 
meeting the needs of the child with ASD (behaviorally, medically, etc.). Meeting the 
needs of this child was often prioritized over meeting the needs of the family as a 
whole, and frequently resulted in parents dividing the family’s efforts in order to both 
participate in the activity and attend to the child with ASD. 

Most parents indicated that if they were able to have the support of someone who 
understood their situation and who had knowledge about how to work with their child, 
they would be much more willing to attempt bigger, more balance types of activities 
(e.g., going to Disneyland), and would be better able to meet the needs of all family 
members. This feeling seemed to be evident in the follow up interviews as well, as 
indicated by one mother during her six-month interview:

We can’t take everyone. Well, we can, but we’re leery to take everyone on a 
vacation, you know. . . .We couldn’t pack up for two weeks and go to Wally 
World. . . .unless we had someone going with us [who could help]. (Family of 
4 children, 1 boy and 1 girl with ASD)

One family was willing to take the risk of doing a bigger activity later in the year. They 
hope that behavioral improvements their son had made over the course of the summer 
would be maintained as they facilitated participation in family activities:

We included [him] when we bought tickets for Straight No Chaser [musical 
group in concert]. . . .And we thought ‘how do we hire somebody to do re-
spite care with [him] or do we just fork over another 45 bucks and buy him a 
ticket’?. . . .And we’re not at all concerned about ‘Oh, gee, will one of us have 
to leave the concert early?’ Because we’re trusting that how he is now will con-
tinue and that it was worth the risk, financial risk, and the very low risk that 
one of us will have to leave with him. (Family of 3 children, 1 boy with ASD)

Breaking Out of The Routine
The first theme, getting away from the routine activities in their lives, may have 

been in reference to the routine that is associated with the repetitive nature of the 
behaviors and interests of their child with ASD. Parents spoke of finally being able to 
get their children to something different: 

And that felt really cool as a family to be out biking together. All of us just 
for recreation and to see other parts of the island and to be together and get 
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some exercise. That was something we’ve never really done before on vaca-
tion. Away from the routine…I think there was a time [she] would’ve thought 
that you go on vacation—even on vacation—she really wants to watch movies 
and everything and I think that opened her eyes to the fact that she could 
have a lot of fun without what she does at home. (Family of 2 children, 1 girl 
with ASD)

This desire to break out of the routine seemed to be present in both core and balance 
types of experiences, and both in and out of the home. These comments seem to 
suggest that parents successfully encouraged their child with ASD to break free from 
the routines that generally constrained their ability to participate in leisure activities 
in the past. 
Intentional Nature of Family Leisure Involvement

The second theme that emerged from these parents’ comments about their family 
leisure involvement spoke to the intentional nature of planning family activities. 
Parent’s spoke of facilitating activities in an intentional way to teach lessons, instill 
values, and develop relationships:

So we just changed up the rules and did it more for the process rather than 
the end. And that also, I think it kinda teaches some ebb and flow negotiation 
skills, you know. . .and also some flexibility I think. And so it used to be where 
he’d just get ‘p… off ’ and leave the table. And he sometimes gets a little dark 
[still], but you can pretty much say, ‘Well, you know, time to practice being a, 
you know, a good sport.’ (Family of 3 children, 1 boy with ASD)

Parents also spoke of “slipping in one more activity together” on the weekends when 
all the kids were home, as opposed to just letting everyone do their own thing. This 
element of intentionality compliments the awareness theme. When parents because 
more aware of the role family leisure played in their family, they were more intentional 
at making it happen.
Family Functioning

Findings from the parents’ interviews indicate that both functioning and 
communication patterns changed following participation in the camp and parents seem 
to have perceived these changes as profound in the lives of their families. Findings here 
are classified as the three sub-categories of family functioning: cohesion, flexibility, and 
communication.

Cohesion. In the first sub-category, parents indicated that they noticed family 
members being more interested in taking part in and maintaining relationships with 
other family members, and recognizing and respecting boundaries with each other. 
These changes seemed to facilitate positive family experiences:

Like the other night, I had to go to a meeting, and [he] was struggling with 
math, and [his brother] jumped in there, and he was really helping him with 
math, and I thought they were doing a really good job. Which, before, I don’t 
know. They’d be more, “Well, I don’t want to help him,” or, you know, kind of 
thing. I was impressed with that. (Family of 3 children, 1 boy with ASD)

He came upstairs. . .and I could feel him tapping on my shoulder—which I 
hate being awakened early. So I just laid still and pretended I was asleep. And 
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instead of being disruptive, he walked away. And he went and finished mak-
ing breakfast. And then eventually, I crawl out of bed, come downstairs, and 
he says, ‘Mom, I made breakfast for everybody. Should I go get them?’ And I 
said, ‘Let’s give them another 10 minutes.’ And he waited!! That’s unreal, you 
know. . . .[usually] he’d be insistent like, ‘Sit down and eat them now!!’ And 
this is much more, you know, inviting. (Family of 3 children, 1 boy with ASD)

Flexibility. In the second sub-category, parents discussed the elements of increased 
flexibility that they had noticed, such as willingness to compromise on the part of 
parents and children. One mother discussed changes in planning family activities 
with her husband. It seemed that, following participation in the camp, her husband 
was much more willing to compromise on and be involved in the activities they did 
together as a family:

I would suggest that we go somewhere, you know, whether it’s a museum or 
zoo or something like that, and [my husband] would say, ‘Oh, I’m not really 
interested.’ And I think now he’s more liable to say, ‘Oh yeah. We’ll all go to-
gether.’ And I think that was a result of me actually saying that, well, while I 
enjoy going with her, I’d also like to go as a family, not all of the time just her 
and I. So, being more willing to compromise and share in activities. (Family 
of 1 girl with ASD)

Communication. In the third sub-category, parents described how positive 
family leisure experiences helped to facilitate communication that had not existed in 
the family before. This communication seemed to occur more frequently and more 
effectively, with parents indicating that they were engaging more frequently in a two-
sided dialogue, as opposed to a one-sided directive focused explanation. Parents also 
noted the importance of communicating with their children about rules in the family, 
and also about family activities; and doing so in such a way that all family members 
could understand, regardless of their developmental impairments:

I consider their communication too, you know. The rules are the rules, or 
communicating the rules, or having an implication for not following the rules 
but breaking the rules. I think we’re doing better with it. So, I think [she] has 
a better understanding of how to work within the unit. (Family of 4 children, 
1 boy and 1 girl with ASD)

We’ve told him we want to hear his opinion, and so he’s starting to actually tell 
us more about what he wants to do. And he told me today. ‘That’s too much, 
mom. . . .I can’t process that much’. (Family of 3 children, 1 boy with ASD)

Satisfaction with Family Life and Leisure
The three final themes emerged from the data concerning the parents’ satisfaction, 

and they primarily focused on the perceived outcomes of their participation in the 
camp with other families with a child with ASD. During the camp weekends, many 
parents expressed feelings of being satisfied with their family, and what they were able 
to do, after interacting with other families like theirs at the camp. These three themes 
include 1) social comparison, 2) social support, and 3) a positive emotional state in the 
family.  
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Social comparison. During the camp, many parents indicated that seeing these 
other families in action, so to speak, gave them added perspective about their own 
family, which led to mostly positive appraisals about their family. This new perspective 
seemed to carry through to the follow-up interviews as well. One mother explained:

When we’re only around. . .families that don’t have special needs, everything 
looks rosier on the outside. When you get put with the many families who are 
going through the same things you have… you know that, that things aren’t 
all that bad and so it helps to have support from families who experience the 
same struggles that we do. That’s very helpful. And it’s not as stressful. (Family 
of 2 children, 1 boy with ASD)

Social comparison is a complex phenomenon for families with a child with ASD. 
Comparing ones’ family to others who are better or worse off can have a variety of 
influences on one’s perceptions about their family. During the camp weekend, a few 
parents expressed their feelings about making this comparison and worried that they 
were being judgmental and crass. It seems, however, that this comparison to other 
families led more to positive outcomes for the parents in this study, and, in general, 
parents seemed to be more satisfied with their families because of it.

Social support. The second facet of participating with other families with a 
child with ASD concerns social support. Many parents indicated that opportunities 
to interact with families similar to their own were few, and those that were available 
did not provide the context to get to know the families on a more personal level. One 
mother described an experience of attending an autism support group for parents. She 
and her husband floated through a sea of families, barely able to interact with other 
parents. Another mother described attending a support group where the parents spent 
the majority of the time complaining about the situations with their children. She 
acknowledged that while venting may be cathartic to some degree, she did not find it 
to be helpful when that was the primary focus of the experience. 

The ability to participate in recreation activities with other families on a small 
scale and in a relaxed setting, as was the situation at this camp, seemed to foster the 
ability of parents to get to know each other, to talk about their experiences, and share 
advice about what did and did not work in their families with respect to family leisure 
activities. This welcoming and accepting environment at camp allowed families to relax 
and not worry about what other families would think about their child’s behaviors. The 
support these parents provided to each other did not extend beyond this camp, but it 
did seem to influence some parents’ choices concerning whom they would participate 
with as a family away from camp. One mother described a recreation experience with 
another family in their neighborhood who had a daughter with ASD:

Their family and our family went on the Monon Trail. . .and we rode [bikes] 
and had lunch. . .I was very pleased with the way that ended up. You know, 
there wasn’t any meltdowns, there wasn’t any, when [the kids] would do some-
thing, it wasn’t any big deal to everybody in the group, you know. [She] asks 
a thousand questions and [he] gets on topics that he’s interested in. And that’s 
great. . .But you can only talk about things like school buses so many times, 
but nobody really cared. (Family of 2 children, 1 boy with ASD)
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Positive emotional state. Parents described a number of outcomes concerning 
satisfaction with family life and recreation stemming from their participation in the 
camp. Many comments seemed to describe changes in the affective state of the family. 
Parents indicated that there was less anger and turmoil amongst family members, less 
negotiation, and fewer meltdowns. This more positive emotional state of the family 
seemed to result in family time being less exhausting and more pleasurable. One mother 
described the impact the changes in her sons’ behavior (which facilitated participation 
in family activities) has had on the family’s satisfaction as a whole:

There is just more satisfaction and happiness I think among all of us. . . Be-
cause there’s less anger and less unexpected things falling apart emotionally, 
you can make more plans. . . .And now I guess I don’t clock watch so much 
and think how long do I have before I get some free time, because it’s more 
pleasurable to just be in the same vicinity. To be in the moment with [him]. …
It’s less exhausting. We’re having more pleasurable experiences because of the 
changes that [he] has made. There’s been less outbursts and behavioral issues 
so it’s funner [sic] to spend that time with him. …There’s less negotiating on 
the activities, which means we can just do the activity as planned. Yes, great, 
or No, thanks. Either way is less stressful. (Family of 3 children, 1 boy with 
ASD)

One mother explained that relying on the positive memories that are created during 
family leisure experiences helps her family to weather the rough times that she knows 
will come:

Being able to just look back on positive experiences, it just helps when life is 
difficult sometimes to be able to look back and say, you know, we had a great 
time that weekend or that vacation was so much fun. I think the more fun and 
positive experiences you have to draw back on, the easier everything else gets. 
(Family of 2 children, 1 girl with ASD)

Discussion
For families with a child with ASD, participation in family leisure can play an 

important role in family well-being (Dodd et al., 2009; Lerner-Baron, 2007; Mactavish 
et al., 2007; Meadan et al., 2010). The purpose of this study was to examine the 
perceived influence of participation in a family camp on the well-being of families 
with a child with ASD. Findings provide a deep and meaningful perspective of these 
families’ experiences. One central theme emerged from the data indicating that 
parents developed a conscious awareness of their family leisure experiences, or lack 
thereof. This sense of awareness may have developed largely during the family leisure 
education sessions, which is a primary aim of leisure education (Backman & Mannell, 
1986; Mundy, 1998). The activities associated with those sessions aimed to enhance 
the parents understanding of family leisure involvement, uncover their family’s leisure 
interests, discuss the barriers they face in implementing activities, and brainstorm ways 
to negotiate those barriers. These activities were aimed at giving parents the knowledge, 
skills, and resources necessary to successfully facilitate family leisure experiences on 
their own. During and after these sessions, a number of parents commented that they 
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had never thought about family leisure in such a specific way before, but recognized the 
importance of being more intentional about their family leisure involvement. 

Sivan and Stebbins (2011) listed a variety of goals of leisure education including, 
among others, being better able to understand oneself and the role of leisure in one’s 
life, developing self-worth, enhancing personal growth, and discovering talents, 
interests, and abilities. Leisure education contributes to the acquisition of values, goals 
and objectives, self-confidence and self-esteem skills, knowledge, competency, and 
self-determination. Sivan and Stebbins also indicate that the use of leisure education 
among populations with special needs has been successful; therefore, leisure education 
sessions for parents with a child with ASD may be essential to helping parents 
successfully implement family leisure experiences in their families. Additionally, 
having a CTRS facilitate these sessions may be equally as essential, as they have the 
training and knowledge to understand the unique characteristics of these families, 
and are likely able to help families negotiate barriers better than someone without that 
same understanding. 

The findings from the current study indicate that family leisure education resulted 
in an increased awareness concerning family leisure experiences. At the very least, it 
may be worth considering the inclusion of awareness to be a proximal outcome of 
participating in the family leisure education sessions. Caldwell (2003) has indicated that 
proximal goals or short-term outcomes can act as a mediator between an intervention 
and more long-term outcomes. Raising awareness through participation in a family 
leisure education session may mediate the achievement of long-term goals such as 
increasing family leisure involvement, family functioning and communication, as well 
as satisfaction. These long-term goals may, in fact, require more effort on the part of 
the intervention and/or CTRS to influence. So, achieving a short-term goal, such as 
increasing awareness, may be useful in the process. Future work with this program 
should consider incorporating instruments that are designed to measure change 
in awareness in variables, especially those relating to this framework (i.e., family 
functioning, communication, satisfaction and leisure involvement).

An unexpected finding that emerged from the data concerns the outcomes of 
participating in family leisure experiences with other families with a child with ASD. 
Positive aspects of social comparison and social support were clearly present as a result 
of this participation, and suggest that these families may prefer to participate in family 
leisure activities with families who are understanding and accepting of their situation. 
In general, doing so may lead to positive perceptions of their satisfaction with their 
family life, and may allow parents to gain perspective about their families that can 
prove valuable in evaluating their situations. It also allows families to feel accepted 
for who they are, rather than feeling anxiety, fear, or embarrassment about behavioral 
situations that are likely to occur (Dibb & Yardley, 2006; Gray, 2002). Scholl, McAvoy, 
Rynders, and Smith (2003) reported that families valued the opportunity to participate 
in recreational activities with similar families and felt that doing so decreased the 
constraints associated with managing behavior. They also valued the opportunity to 
participate in a setting where staff members were knowledgeable concerning their 
situation because they felt accepted and supported. While examining constraints 
to participation was not a focus of the current study, findings clearly indicate that 
participating in family leisure experiences with similar families met a need for parents 
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with a child with ASD, possibly reduced constraints, and helped foster feelings of 
acceptance and support. Furthermore, participating in a program that was developed 
specifically for the ASD population by a CTRS with knowledge specific to their 
situation allowed parents to feel supported programmatically, which has not always 
been the case in recreational facilities (Scholl et al., 2003). This also addressed a direct 
recommendation from Zabriskie and Freeman (2004) with regard to family leisure 
involvement in group settings. 

Taken as a whole, evidence such as this provides insight into the family leisure 
experience. At the conclusion of camp and during the interviews, many parents inquired 
as to whether or not this camp would continue to run, and expressed strong desires to 
attend camp again the following summer. Parents’ appraisals of their camp experience 
were positive, and during interviews they indicated that their families had reminisced 
on the camp frequently over the past six months. They pulled out their pictures, shared 
them with family members and friends through email and social networking, talked 
about the enjoyable times they had with each other, and hoped for participation in 
future activities. Prior to attending camp, one mother explained that they put the flier 
up on the refrigerator and were more and more excited about camp every day. 

Family time serves as a source of creating positive memories (Daly, 2001). Findings 
from this study indicate that family time is important to families with a child with ASD, 
regardless of the challenges they may face. They may also benefit from services that help 
foster togetherness and create positive memories, while helping to negotiate barriers 
and challenges (Glass, 2001; Scholl, et al., 2003; Thornock, 2003). It is clear from these 
findings that the camp experience influenced these parents in a positive manner. From 
a practical standpoint, this information may be a key indicator of interest levels on 
the part of the parents to bring their families to participate in programs such as this. 
Positive experiences can be highly influential in their decisions to participate in future 
programs, let alone in trying to do family activities independently (Townsend & Van 
Puymbroeck, 2013).
Limitations

Because this study included data collected at multiple time points over a 6-month 
period, it is important to consider developmental changes that may have occurred in 
the children with ASD during that time. A few parents spoke of the positive behavioral 
changes (e.g., maturity and patience) they noticed in their children in the months 
following the camp, and the impact those changes had on the dynamics of the family as 
a whole. The camp developed for this study did not aim to correct behavioral problems, 
nor did it aim to teach parents ways to correct behavior at home. As such, behavioral 
changes cannot be directly attributed to participation in this camp, and any changes 
in family well-being that may be attributable to these behavioral changes should be 
interpreted cautiously. 

As can be the case with family intervention studies, the sample size for this study 
was small, and attrition over the six months of the study resulted in even smaller 
sample sizes for the interviews. Interviews at each time-point were analyzed in the 
aggregate, and, as such, findings from the two time points were not compared to 
each other. Given the attrition, it is possible that the families that participated in both 
interviews were fundamentally different than those that participated in only one of the 
interviews. Additionally, while transcripts were sent back to participants for member 
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checking purposes, no participants responded with changes or comments; therefore, 
interpretations of the results are based solely on the authors’ perspectives. Findings 
should be interpreted cautiously and generalizability does not extend beyond this 
sample of families with a child with ASD. 
Implications for Future Research and Practice

With regard to the Core and Balance framework, the purpose of this study was 
to develop a deeper understanding of the influence of family leisure involvement on 
family well-being. The themes that emerged add depth to our understanding of the 
constructs within the framework, especially as they apply to a specific family type. 
Future work may consider replicating the family leisure education sessions with a 
variety of family types, and in other settings, to determine if similar perceptions of 
change occur. It would also be insightful to evaluate change in these constructs both 
qualitatively and quantitatively at the same time, as doing so would allow for a more 
comprehensive understanding of perceptions of change in well-being over time. 
The themes of social comparison and support, emotional states, and awareness are 
not established constructs within the Core and Balance framework, but they may 
contribute to the development of family well-being for families with a child with ASD, 
and may influence the development of programming for these particular families; 
therefore, future research may consider examining these constructs in relation to these 
families in more depth so that program activities can be more intentionally planned 
and implemented, if needed.

With regard to implications for practice, parents spoke positively about the 
presence of trained staff during their camp stay. Practitioners interested in providing 
family services to these families may consider having extra trained staff on hand to help 
facilitate the experience. While there was only one CTRS involved in this camp (as PI 
and camp facilitator), there were approximately 15 future CTRSs (undergraduate RT 
students) working under the lead CTRS, and assigned as 1:1 supports to each family. 
More details about the role of the CTRS and these counselors at this specific camp can 
be found in Townsend & Van Puymbroeck (2012); however, findings from that study 
indicated that these parents felt that having staff trained working with individuals with 
ASD was very important. The authors stated “Training staff members in an experiential 
setting would enhance their understanding of an ASD diagnosis, and its impact on 
the adolescent and their family, helping to contribute to a more accepting and positive 
environment for the families, as opposed to environments that are stigmatizing and 
contribute to negative experiences” (p. 35). CTRSs have a unique ability to provide 
much needed services to families with a child with ASD, and administrators should 
take this into consideration during the program design stage.

Conclusion
This study contributes to the ongoing development of a growing line of family leisure 

research aimed at understanding the relationship between family leisure involvement 
and family well-being. Previous studies in this framework laid the foundation for this 
understanding, and the current study provides a unique contribution by applying that 
understanding to family leisure program development. Further testing of this program 
will refine the family leisure intervention, continue to enhance our understanding 
of the relationship between family leisure involvement and family well-being, and 
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contribute to development of appropriate family leisure services for families with a 
child with ASD. 
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