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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to examine the immediate 
and long-term effects of participation in a family camp 
designed specifically for families with a child with ASD. 
The variables studied were family recreation, family rec-
reation satisfaction, family communication, satisfaction 
with family function, and satisfaction with family life, 
as reported by the parents. Findings indicated changes 
in family functioning, family communication, satisfac-
tion with family function, and satisfaction with family 
life. The trend analyses indicated the parents reported a 
general increase in satisfaction with their family function 
and family life, and a statistically significant increase was 
observed in satisfaction with family life (p = .045). These 
findings partially support previous research demonstrat-
ing that increased parental involvement has a positive ef-
fect on parental and family well-being for families with 
a child with ASD. Implications for recreational therapy 
practice in providing interventions for families with a 
child with ASD and future research are discussed. 
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Autism spectrum disorders (ASDs) are the second most common neurodevelop-
mental disability in the United States (Stanford Children’s Health, 2017).  With preva-
lence reaching nearly 3% in some communities and representing an increase of 150% 
since 2000, ASD is an urgent public health concern and recreational therapists could 
benefit from enhanced strategies to address the needs of this population (Baio et al., 
2018). Autism prevalence is estimated at 1 in 59 children age eight and over, and is 
about four times more common in males than females (Baio et al., 2018).  ASDs are 
characterized by a range of challenges with social skills, repetitive behaviors, speech, 
and nonverbal communication, as well as by unique strengths and differences (Ameri-
can Psychiatric Association [APA], 2013). Core impairments of ASD can include diffi-
culties initiating and maintaining social interactions, difficulty interpreting both verbal 
and nonverbal communication, lack of smiling, inadequate eye contact, and a tendency 
to dwell on certain topics (Movahedi, Bahrami, Marandi, & Abedi, 2013). Other char-
acteristics include motor skill differences and atypical sensory processing (Hochhaus-
er & Engel-Yeger, 2010; Potvin, Snider, Prelock, Kehayia, & Wood-Dauphinee, 2013). 
Consequently, individuals with ASD may be at risk for limited participation in recre-
ation activities (Hochhauser & Engel-Yeger, 2010).  

Raising a child with ASD can be a challenging experience for parents and fami-
lies (Karst & VanHecke, 2012). Parents of children with ASD are noted to experience 
decreased feelings of parental self-efficacy (Kuhn & Carter, 2006; Mackintosh & Goin-
Kochel, 2012), increased stress (Hoffman, Sweeney, Hodge, Lopez-Wagner, & Looney, 
2009), and a general decline in parental well-being and an increase in mental health 
concerns (Ekas, Lickenbrock, & Whitman, 2010), particularly depression and anxiety 
(Gau et al., 2011). Parents and siblings of children with ASD experience more stress 
and depression than those of children who are typically developing, and in comparison 
to children with other disabilities (Myers & Johnson, 2007).  While alleviation of fam-
ily distress is identified as a critical need, little is known about how different interven-
tions affect parents, siblings, and individuals with ASD (Karst & Van Hecke, 2012). 
Furthermore, little is known specifically about how recreation involvement impacts 
these families.

Engagement in recreation activities is essential for the development and well-
being of all children, promoting physical, cognitive, emotional, and social well-being 
(Witt & Caldwell, 2010). However, children with ASD generally spend a great deal of 
their time participating in solitary activities at home and very little time engaged in 
social activities and recreation (Kuo, Orsmond, Cohn, & Coster, 2013; Memari et al., 
2015: Orsmond, Krauss, & Seltzer, 2004; Orsmond & Kuo, 2011; Smith & Van Puym-
broeck, 2011).  Researchers have also noted that adolescents with ASD spend consid-
erable time in discretionary activities, most frequently watching television and using 
a computer, and they usually spend this time alone or with their mothers (Orsmond 
& Kuo, 2011).  Furthermore, leisure time spent together as a family can pose unique 
challenges, whether at home or in the community due to the common behaviors that 
are associated with ASD (i.e., reliance on strict routines, unpredictable or stimming 
behaviors) (Craig & Mullan, 2010; Schaaf, Toth-Cohen, Johnson, Outten, & Benevides, 
2011).  

Scholars in the field of ASD recommend family-centered interventions and ser-
vices for this population (Karst & van Hecke, 2012; Meadan, Halle & Ebata, 2010; My-
ers, & Johnson, 2007; Vernhet et al., 2018), and parents are recognized as playing a key 
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role in effective home treatment (Lord & McGee, 2001). Educating and supporting the 
families of a child with an ASD has been noted to be a critical component of care (Hig-
gins, Bailey, & Pearce, 2005; Hsiao, 2018; Johnson, Frenn, Feetham, & Simpson, 2011; 
Lord & McGee, 2001; Myers & Johnson, 2007), and is within the scope of practice of 
recreational therapists who work with these families. 

Family Leisure of Families with a Child with an ASD
Family leisure functioning is a broad term used to characterize a variety of family 

constructs including family leisure involvement, family functioning, communication, 
and satisfaction with family life and leisure. These constructs are represented within 
the Core and Balance Framework, and have been examined extensively in the leisure 
and family practice fields over the last two decades (Townsend, Van Puymbroeck, & 
Zabriskie, 2017; Zabriskie & McCormick, 2001). Findings from the first study in this 
line of research to examine families with a child with a developmental disability (in-
cluding ASD) reported that the leisure involvement and functioning of these families 
were similar to the leisure involvement and functioning of families without a child 
with a disability (Dodd, Zabriskie, Widmer, & Eggett, 2009). It seems that families 
with a child with a developmental disability engaged in family leisure activities regard-
less of the challenges that usually accompanied them (i.e., behaviors, societal stigmas, 
etc.) because they recognized the inherent value of these experiences for their family 
(Dodd et al., 2009). Other research has supported these findings, suggesting families 
have positive attitudes toward participation, high intentions to participate, and would 
like to increase their recreation activity participation (Schaaf et al., 2011; Townsend 
& Van Puymbroeck, 2012b), and that families with a child with ASD did not differ in 
their perceptions of family cohesion in comparison to normative families (Altier & von 
Kluge, 2009).  

Most recently, Townsend and Van Puymbroeck (2017) conducted a qualitative 
examination of parental perceptions of changes in family leisure functioning con-
structs following a family camp designed using the principles of the Core and Balance 
Framework, focusing specifically for families having a child with an ASD. Findings 
were similar to Dodd et al. in the sense that families reported a willingness to try new 
family leisure activities that they would otherwise have avoided because they were too 
difficult to manage (e.g., a big vacation, or attending a concert), and they did so be-
cause they were more aware of the benefits to their child with ASD and the family as 
a whole (2009). Other findings indicated that the families had an increased awareness 
of the two types of family leisure as conceptualized by the framework (i.e., core and 
balance family leisure activities), likely as a result of the leisure education sessions they 
attended at the camp. Parents also indicated a desire to break out of routines and to be 
more intentional with their family leisure involvement, and they reflected on the fact 
that they were actually more satisfied with their family and the family’s abilities than 
they had previously thought (Townsend & Van Puymbroeck). The authors indicated 
that this last finding likely stemmed from the experience of attending the camp with 
other families with a child with ASD, and that social comparison likely occurred dur-
ing the experience. 

While these findings are interesting and provide rich insight into parental percep-
tions of changes in family leisure functioning constructs following involvement in this 
camp, Townsend and Van Puymbroeck did not offer any evidence that the families 
were able to quantify any changes in their involvement and functioning;  thus, the 
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qualitative inquiry provides one perspective of perceived changes (2017). To date, there 
has been only one instance in which a family leisure program was designed based on 
the principles of the Core and Balance Framework (Townsend, 2012; Townsend & Van 
Puymbroeck, 2012a; Townsend & Van Puymbroeck), and there has been no quantita-
tive examination of changes in family leisure functioning following involvement in 
such a program. The purpose of this particular manuscript then, was to extend the 
literature in this area by providing a quantitative examination of parental perceptions 
of changes in family leisure functioning following involvement in a family camp de-
signed for families with a child with ASD, specifically the same camp as was examined 
by Townsend and Van Puymbroeck (2017).

Methods
The study was part of a larger examinination of the feasibility and impact of a 

family camp designed using the principles of the Core and Balance Framework as a 
foundation (Townsend, 2012). A quasi-experimental and longitudinal design was uti-
lized to determine the camp’s quantitative impact on family leisure involvement, family 
functioning, satisfaction with family life and leisure, communication, and satisfaction 
with family functioning.  Data were collected at four time points over the study period; 
pretest, posttest, and two- and six-month follow-up time periods.  

Sample 
A convenience sample of families were recruited from a summer camp for chil-

dren with ASD called Camp R.O.C.K.S. (Respecting Others’ Capabilities is the Key to 
Success), which was held at Bradford Woods therapeutic outdoor education camp in 
Southern Indiana. Camp R.O.C.K.S. regularly provided two week-long summer camp 
sessions with 40 children each. Following the summer camp, recruiting emails and fly-
ers were sent to families of Camp R.O.C.K.S.’s participants asking if they were interest-
ed in participating in a research study and attending a family camp later in the summer 
at Bradford Woods.  The family camp for this study was held on two separate weekends 
in the summer of 2011. Each of the camps offered identical activities and structure, and 
families selected the weekend they attended based on availability. 

Family Camp
Families came to Bradford Woods and participated in a three-day, two-night fam-

ily camp experience.  Using traditional camp activities, this program was designed to 
provide balance-type family leisure experiences (e.g., away from home, uncommon, 
resource-intensive activities) intended to impact family well-being. Families partici-
pated in a variety of traditional camp activities such as campfires, playing games, sleep-
ing in cabins or tents, and roasting marshmallows.  They also participated in outdoor 
adventure activities such as fishing, canoeing, a challenge course, archery, and swim-
ming at the beach. Most of the activities were conducted in small family groups, and 
families were also given free time when they could choose how to spend time together. 
A CTRS planned and supervised the camp and facilitated each of the leisure education 
sessions.  Professional recreation staff employed by Bradford Woods implemented all 
outdoor adventure activities, and undergraduate recreational therapy students served 
as camp counselors and facilitated all other activities as well as being assigned to sup-
port families on a 1:1 ratio. For more information about the family camp, see Townsend 
and Van Puymbroeck (2012a).
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Leisure education sessions. During the camp, parents participated in two 1.5-
hour family leisure education sessions that were based on the Core and Balance Model 
of Family Leisure Functioning (Zabriskie & McCormick, 2001).  Session one consisted 
of a discussion about family leisure, specifically the two types of family leisure as con-
ceptualized by the Core and Balance Framework. Parents received a printed summary 
of scores pertaining to their family leisure involvement, family functioning, commu-
nication, and satisfaction with family life, leisure, and functioning (collected during 
pre-testing upon camp arrival), coupled with normative comparisons. The CTRS 
facilitating the leisure education sessions engaged the families in a discussion about 
their scores with the intent to help them see the relationships between family leisure 
involvement and family functioning, and to determine areas for family goal-setting in 
relation to their family leisure involvement. The second family leisure education ses-
sion focused on future family activities, family leisure interests, potential barriers, and 
strategies for overcoming barriers. Children attended the last 30 minutes of the second 
leisure education session in order to participate in a family leisure planning activity 
with their parents, in addition to a fun game as a wrap-up to the education sessions.  

Instrumentation 
Both parents from each family completed research questionnaires at all four time 

points. The questionnaire included the following instruments: (a) Family Leisure Ac-
tivity Profile (FLAP) (Zabriskie & McCormick, 2001), (b) the Family Leisure Satis-
faction Scale (FLSS) (Zabriskie & McCormick, 2001), (c) the Family Adaptability 
and Cohesion Scale IV (FACES IV) (Olson, 2011), (d) the Satisfaction with Family 
Life (SWFL) (Zabriskie & Ward, 2013), (e) the Adaptive Skills/Level of Support Scale 
(Dyches, 2000), and (f) relevant sociodemographic information. The instruments se-
lected have been widely used in research on family leisure, and the exploration of the 
relationship between family leisure involvement and family well-being (Townsend, 
Van Puymbroeck, & Zabriskie, 2017).  The Adaptive Skills/Level of Support Scale was 
used as a proxy indicator of severity of autism impairments, therefore, information 
from it and socio-demographic variables were collected at the pretest only, while all 
other instruments  collected data at each of the four time points.

The Family Leisure Activity Profile (FLAP). The FLAP is a 16-item activity 
inventory that measures family leisure involvement based on the Core and Balance 
Model of Family Leisure Functioning (Zabriskie & McCormick, 2001). Eight activity 
categories represent core family leisure patterns and eight represent balance leisure 
patterns. In addition to asking about participation in the activity category, respondents 
also estimate the frequency and duration for the activity. An index score is calculated 
for each question by multiplying the duration and frequency for each item and then 
summing the ordinal index scores of questions one through eight for core and sum-
ming the index scores of questions 9 through16 for balance. Higher scores represent 
more involvement in each type of family leisure.  The total family leisure involvement 
score is calculated by summing the core and balance index scores, and is interpreted 
the same way (i.e., higher scores mean more involvement).  Acceptable psychometric 
properties have been reported including construct and content validity, inter-rater re-
liability, and test-retest reliability for core (r = .74), balance (r = .78), and total family 
leisure involvement (r = .78) (Dodd et al., 2009; Townsend et al., 2017).   

Family Leisure Satisfaction Scale (FLSS). The FLSS is embedded in the FLAP 
and measures satisfaction with family leisure involvement (Agate, Zabriskie, Agate, 
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& Poff, 2009; Zabriskie & McCormick, 2001).  For each of the 16 activities listed in 
the FLAP, a satisfaction item follows, with responses measured on a Likert-type scale 
ranging from one (very dissatisfied) to five (very satisfied). The sum of items 1 through 
8 reflects satisfaction with core family leisure involvement, and the sum of items 9 
through 16 reflects satisfaction with balance family leisure involvement. The total score 
reflects overall satisfaction with family leisure involvement. Scores on this instrument 
can range from a low of 16 to a high score of 80 (Poff, Zabriskie, & Townsend, 2010).  
For this sample internal consistency of the FLSS was reported as having Cronbach’s 
alpha coefficient = .81.

The Family Adaptability and Cohesion Scale IV (FACES-IV). The FACES IV 
provides a comprehensive assessment of family cohesion and flexibility dimensions us-
ing six scales (Olson, 2011). Designed as a self-report assessment, it measures both bal-
anced (healthy) and unbalanced (problematic) aspects of family functioning. It is com-
prised of six family scales, two balanced and four unbalanced, each with seven items, 
42 items total. Respondents answer questions on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 
1 (almost never) to 5 (almost always).  The balanced scales are balanced cohesion and 
balanced flexibility.  The unbalanced scales are enmeshed, disengaged, chaotic, and 
rigid. The ratio score of balanced/unbalanced scales provided a cohesion ratio and a 
flexibility ratio.  The two scales combined measure family functioning. The higher the 
ratio score above one, the more balanced the system.  

The instrument also includes a Family Communication Scale (10 items) and the 
Family Satisfaction Scale (10 items).  Both are scored on a five-point Likert scale, with 
one describing the family (not at all) and five describing the family (very well) (Ol-
son, 2011). The Family Communication Scale (FCS) is a self-report measure of family 
communication, with a range of scores from 10-50, with lower scores indicating lower 
reported family communication. The FCS was found to be internally consistent, and 
alpha reliability for the scale is .60 (Olson et al., 2004). The Family Satisfaction Scale 
measures the level of satisfaction family members have with their family’s functioning. 
The scale assesses aspects of family functioning in a 10-item format. These 10 items 
when taken together reveal a single satisfaction factor. Alpha reliability for the scale is 
.93 (Olson, 1995). Acceptable psychometric properties for the instrument as a whole, 
have been reported (Olson, 2011).  For this sample internal consistency of the FACES-
IV was reported as having Cronbach’s alpha coefficient = .63.  

Satisfaction with Family Life (SWFL). The five-item SWFL, is a modified ver-
sion of the Satisfaction with Life Scale (Zabriskie & Ward, 2013), and differs from the 
FACES IV satisfaction scale in the sense that the SWFL measures satisfaction with 
family life in general, whereas the FACES scale is specific to satisfaction with family 
functioning. Respondents rate each item on a Likert scale ranging from 1 (strongly 
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Scores are calculated by summing all items which pro-
duces a satisfaction with family score with a range of 5 to 35.  Higher scores indicate 
higher levels of satisfaction with family life. Construct validity, internal consistency 
ranging from alpha = .88 to .94 were noted among differing family samples, and test-
retest reliability, r = .89 (Zabriskie & McCormick, 2003; Zabriskie & Ward, 2013).  For 
this sample, internal consistency of the FLSS was reported as having a Cronbach’s alpha 
coefficient = .81.

Sociodemographic information. The 11-item Adaptive Skills/Level of Support 
Scale was administered to parents to assess the child’s need for support based upon 
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four criteria: (a) Intermittent, (b) Limited, (c) Extensive, and (d) Pervasive (Dyches, 
2000).  A final score for level of support was calculated by averaging all 11 items to-
gether with possible scores ranging from 11–44. Higher scores indicate higher levels of 
parental support. In this study, this information was used as a descriptive indicator of 
level of severity of autism. This scale has been used successfully in past studies (Dyches, 
2000; Dyches, Cichella, Olsen, & Mandleco, 2004). General demographic information 
was collected to identify underlying characteristics of the sample. This information 
included state of residence, urban or rural residence, marital status of parent, history 
of divorce of the parent, age of the parent and youth, ethnicity of the parent and youth, 
gender of the parent and youth, family income, and family size.  

Data Analysis 
Descriptive statistics were used to explore the characteristics of the research vari-

ables and to describe the sample. The mean scores of the FLAP, FLSS, FACES, SWFL, 
and subscales were graphed to explore trends reflecting changes in family leisure and 
family functioning resulting from the family camp intervention.  All descriptive analy-
ses were conducted using Statistical Package for Social Sciences 18.0.   

Linear mixed modeling was used to statistically analyze the data and determine 
differences in family leisure and family functioning variables across time periods.  This 
type of analysis handles complicated models that involve fixed and random effects, 
determines various levels of effects (i.e., person and time level variation), is more accu-
rate for a relatively small data set, and accommodates datasets with missing data (West, 
2009). This model allows the analysis of different aspects of a dataset simultaneously 
and all of the statistics are already adjusted for all effects in the model.  All linear mixed 
analysis in this study were completed using SAS JMP Pro 13.  

Results
Fourteen of the 51 Camp R.O.C.K.S families invited to attend the family camp 

responded and selected a weekend to attend the camp (27.4% response rate). Eight 
families attended the first week of camp, and six families attended the second week of 
camp, and all indicated a willingness to participate in this study (N=14 families).  Par-
ticipants at camp included 24 parents (13 mothers, 11 fathers), and 24 children.  Of the 
24 children, 16 were children with autism (nine males, seven females), and eight were 
siblings who attended camp with the family (four males, four females). Family units 
participating in the study ranged in size from one parent and one child to two parents 
and eight children. Each family had at least one child with an ASD and a few of the 
families had more than one child with ASD. Children at the camp ranged in age from 
2-20 years old, and parents ranged in age from 29-54 years old. Annual median house-
hold incomes ranged from $60,000 to $80,000. The majority (92%) of the parents in 
the study were currently married, and 58.3% of the families were two-parent biological 
families. Parent scores of their child’s need for supports in 11 functional areas ranged 
from 14 to 36, with a mean of 22.35 (SD = 5.9), indicating the children with ASD par-
ticipating in this study needed limited support in the functional areas measured. While 
children attended the camp with their parents and siblings, data analysis for this study 
was only performed on parent data.

Trend analysis of the data revealed slight changes in scores across all time points, 
with most scores increasing from pre to post-test, to two month follow-up, and decres-
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ing slightly at six-month follow-up, although some scores decreased slightly at two 
month and increased again slightly at six month. Linear mixed model analysis was used 
to examine statistically significant differences in the scores of all scales and subscales 
across the four time points. Within the fixed effects parameter estimates, significance 
was noted (p < .001) for the intercept, indicating the six-month scores were different 
from the previous three time measures; however, the only scale that demonstrated a 
statistically significant change was the Satisfaction with Family Life Scale (p = .045). 
Mean scores for this scale at pre, post, two-, and-six month follow-up were as follows: 
20.58, 23.50, 21.63, and 21.83, respectively. Table 1 provides details of scores at each 
time point for each of the scales and subscales, and figure 1 provides a visual represen-
tation of the trend changes in satisfaction with family life over the study time period.

Table 1
Family Leisure Functioning Scores Over Time

 

Table 1. Family leisure functioning scores over time 

Response  Pretest Posttest 2-month 
follow up 

6-month              
follow up 

Cohesion Ratio .69 (.63) .74 (.72) .89 (1.00) .69 (.66) 

Flexibility Ratio .59 (.36) .76 (.77) .77 (.65) .65 (.45) 

Total Family Functioning .64 (.42) .75 (.62) .83 (.78) .67 (.51) 

Total Core Leisure 41.77 (13.79) 41.75 (16.23) 35.63 (15.98) 35 (14.48) 

Total Balance Leisure 50.33 (19.05) 51.50 (15.67) 47.50 (27.11) 45.94 (19.32) 

Total Family Leisure 90.05 (31.75) 94.60 (27.01) 83.13 (27.27) 80.94 (25.88) 

Core Satisfaction 27.65 (5.15) 28.59 (4.33) 27.06 (6.54) 28.39 (5.71) 

Balance Satisfaction 27.00 (4.64) 27.36 (5.92) 28.75 (5.58) 26.61 4.30) 

Total Family Leisure 
Satisfaction 

53.77 (9.14) 54.44 (7.40) 55.81 (10.46) 57 (9.23) 

Satisfaction with Family 
Life* 

20.58 (5.72) 23.50 (6.14) 21.63 (8.52) 21.83 (7.21) 

Family Communication 32.29 (5.83) 35.33 (8.31) 31.88 (8.04) 34.22 (5.96) 

Satisfaction Family Function 32.61 (7.60) 33.87 (7.06) 31.88 (9.33) 34.50 (7.59) 

Note: Adjusted response means are listed with their respective standard errors for all times in the form of 
Mean (Std Err). A * indicates significant difference of pre-test as compared to post-test, 2-month, and 6- 
month time periods at the .045 level.  
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Discussion
The purpose of this study was to examine parental perceptions of changes in fami-

ly leisure functioning following participation in a family camp designed specifically for 
families with a child with ASD, and was intended to extend the understanding of im-
pacts of this family camp gained from a previous qualitative examination (Townsend & 
Van Puymbroeck, 2017). Quantitative findings from this study indicate little empirical 
change in parents’ perceptions of their family leisure functioning over the six-month 
study time period. The only statistically significant finding indicated changes in satis-
faction with family life, which primarly occurred from pre to post test time periods. 
This finding supports the qualitative findings from Townsend and Van Puymbroeck 
(2017), specifically those in which parents reported feeling more satisfied with their 
families, and provides a quantifiable measure of that change in perception. In the 2017 
study, parents discussed the benefits of participating in a camp with other families 
like their own, and reported comparing themselves to the other families and feeling 
good about their own family’s abilities. Social comparison occurs regularly in society, 
including among families with a child with a disability, and can have both positive and 
negative outcomes (Dibb & Yardley, 2006; Hodges & Dibb, 2010). While neither the 
Townsend and Van Puymbroeck (2017) study nor this current study explicitly exam-
ined social comparison or the outcomes associated with it, it may be possible to infer 
from findings from both studies that the outcome of those comparisons was positive 
and resulted in an increased satisfaction with their families. 

It is a challenge to explain the lack of significant findings across the other family 
leisure functioning domains, as there are many potential reasons as to why there were 
no changes. When it comes to the families’ leisure involvement, the lack of significant 
change may be attitubuted more to the natural ebb and flow of family life. This camp 
was implemented in the middle of the summer, and the two-month follow-up occurred 
around the start of the new school year, while the six-month follow-up occurred near 
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the end of the year holidays. It is highly likely that involvement in family leisure activi-
ties decreased at these times due to the challenges of maintaining summer involvement 
levels when life got busy again during the school year and holiday seasons.

It is important to note that these parents’ satisfaction with their leisure participa-
tion continued to increase ever so slightly over the study time period, indicating that 
they were satisfied with their participation, seemingly regardless of how much they 
were or weren’t doing. The fact that these parents were satisfied with both their leisure 
involvement and their family life overall should not be lost in the lack of significant 
findings elsewhere. These findings may be reflective of what was learned during the 
leisure education sessions, wherein parents examined the barriers and facilitators to 
their family leisure opportunities, with many discussing the desire to have quality ex-
periences over a high quantity of experiences. 

In fact, this has been a point of discussion among family leisure scholars for de-
cades, and may provide more insight on the significance of the satisfaction with family 
life finding. Early leisure research has indicated that satisfaction with involvement in 
leisure pursuits had a greater impact on satisfaction with and quality of life among 
individuals (Russell, 1987, 1990). More recently, and in the context of the Core and 
Balance Framework, Johnson, Zabriskie, and Hill (2006) examined couple leisure in-
volvement and satisfaction with couple leisure, and concluded that:

Couples that were satisfied with their leisure involvement with their spouse, 
regardless of the amount or type of that involvement, were clearly more satis-
fied with their marriage than couples who may have participated in more or 
different kinds of leisure activities but were not satisfied with that participa-
tion (p. 84). 

Agate, Zabriskie, Agate, and Poff (2009) later reported similar findings from their 
examination of a large sample of U.S. families, stating that “satisfaction with family lei-
sure involvement [was] more important than the amount of time spent together when 
considering satisfaction with family life, whether examined from the parent, youth, or 
family perspective” (p. 218). Further, they argued that satisfaction with family leisure 
involvement may be the single most important predictor of satisfaction with family 
life. Findings from the current study demonstrating a consistently upward trajectory of 
satisfaction with family leisure, regardless of levels of family leisure involvement, and 
in conjunction with the significance of their satisfaction with family life, may add to 
this line of thinking. This is the first study in the Core and Balance Framework that has 
revealed patterns of family leisure involvement and satisfaction with that involvement 
over time. 

With regard to the family functioning constructs, as with the other findings, no 
changes were statistically significant. However, similar to the satisfaction findings, 
there were consistent upward trajectories in cohesion, flexibility, and total family 
functioning scores, with a slight decrease at six-month follow up. Notably, the drop in 
scores at six months were still higher than their pre-test scores, indicating an overall 
improvement in family functioning over time. When taken into consideration in light 
of the other findings previously discussed, it seems that even though families may have 
only maintained a consistent level of family leisure involvement (rather than increased 
it), their functioning and satisfaction were continually improving. Poff, Zabriskie, and 
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Townsend (2010) suggested that “family leisure involvement may interrelate with fam-
ily communication, family functioning, and family leisure satisfaction to ultimately 
influence overall satisfaction with family life” (p. 385). It certainly seems that this com-
plicated relationship is reflected in the findings from this current study and may ex-
plain why so few findings were significant, but definitely warrants further examination.   

Another potential consideration for the lack of significant findings is that a three-
day intervention may not have been a sufficient enough experience to lead to sustained 
changes in family leisure behavior.  While the intervention did include two educational 
sessions, and many opportunities for parents to discuss and process the information 
gained with their children, it is possible these experiences were insufficient in influenc-
ing long-term change.  Indeed, Townsend and Van Puymbroeck (2017) noted this in 
the qualitative examination as well. 

Limitations
Because this study included data collection at four time periods over a six-month 

period, it is important to consider other factors, including developmental changes that 
may have occurred in the individual with ASD, and in the family in general.  The sea-
sonal differences would also inevitably impact family leisure behavior and were dif-
ficult to control.  Due to the nature of the intervention, the sample size was small, and 
attrition over the course of the study resulted in some missing data points, although 
the linear mixed modeling analysis was selected to address this missing data.  While 
longitudinal methods give more insight into the impacts of the family camp, without a 
control group and random assignment, generalizability of findings cannot extend be-
yond this study. A final potential limitation to this study concerns the instrumentation 
used to measure the various family constructs. While all are standardized and validated 
instruments, this is the first instance in the Core and Balance Framework in which the 
FLAP and FLSS were used to collect data over multiple time points (other than test-
retest procedures in the development of each; Zabriskie & McCormick, 2001); thus, it 
is possible that they were not sensitive enough to measure change over time. 

Implications for Future Research and Practice
Prior research has indicated that parents with a child with an ASD reported a need 

for accessible family leisure activities, and noted that professionally supported com-
munity based, balance activities were the desired type (Townsend & Van Puymbroeck, 
2012b).  The family camp under study in this manuscript was developed as a direct 
result of those reported needs, and findings indicate that participation in that camp 
can positively impact parent’s overall satisfaction with their family life. This is the first 
study in the Core and Balance Framework that has revealed patterns of family leisure 
involvement and satisfaction with that involvement over time, and continued explora-
tion of this phenomenon is needed.  Future research should explicitly examine shared 
experiences such as family camps for specific populations with the intent to understand 
more clearly how those experiences impact family and individual perceptions. CTRSs 
who work with families in family camp settings should consider program length and 
frequency of family experiences as they plan and implement appropriate family leisure 
interventions. Continued testing and refinement of this camp is necessary, and may 
potentially result in more lasting family leisure behavior change. 

Raising a child with an ASD can be an overwhelming experience for parents and 
families. Professionally facilitated parental leisure education sessions providing indi-
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vidualized feedback on family leisure patterns, family leisure goals setting activities, 
and concurrent interaction between parents in similar situations can be helpful for 
families. Recreational therapists working with families with a child with ASD should 
consider focusing on educational sessions such as these to provide the families with 
needed resources and support. Sessions focusing on identifying family leisure inter-
ests and barriers, and brainstorming ways to overcome those barriers would be useful. 
Recreational therapists have a unique ability to work with families in this way, as we are 
trained to understand the characteristics and needs of families with a child with ASD, 
and we may be able to have lasting impact on the quality of these families lives by help-
ing to bring positive shared recreation experiences back within their reach. 

Conclusion
This study adds to the extant research on family leisure, and the exploration of the 

relationship between family leisure involvement and family well-being. Families with 
a child with ASD who participated in the camp demonstrated sustained satisfaction 
with their families and their leisure involvement over a period of time. Recreational 
therapists working with these families should focus on providing educational sessions 
to help families identify interests, overcome barriers, and have positive shared experi-
ences with other families like their own. In so doing, we may be able to help contribute 
to positive experiences and outcomes in the lives of families who are often faced with 
many challenges. 
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