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Familia Ludens: Reinforcing the
Leisure Component in Family Life

DeNNIs K. ORTHNER*

Leisure is examined as a normal and potentially vital component in the con-
temporary family. Consideration is given to the interplay between work and
leisure and the means by which leisure facilitates companionship and family
interaction. Specific attention is given to the lack of reinforcement of family
leisure in present institutions and the important role leisure can play in mari-
tal, child, parent-child, and retirement adjustment.

In his study of the march of civiliza-
tions, Johan Huizinga (1949) carefully ex-
amines the role of play in culture. He con-
cludes that man appears to develop the
presence of the play element as an inte-
grating force for his institutions and so-
ciety as a whole.

An offshoot of
this concept led a number of recreation
groups to adopt the slogan:

The
family from this point of view, is perceived
of as utilizing play to facilitate its integra-
tion or solidarity.

Play, however, is but an active form of
leisure and it is important to understand
leisure before we can adequately test the
above family related assumptions. There is
little question that today the family is
being influenced by a change in perspec-
tives of and opportunities for leisure. New

*Dennis K. Orthner, Ph.D., is Assistant Professor,
Department of Child Development and Family Rela-
tions, University of North Carolina at Greensboro,
Greensboro, North Carolina 27412.
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conceptions of work, job, career, leisure,
play, and recreation are challenging the
structure of the family. Leisure has been
hailed the harbinger of ill as well as the
source of new life for the family (Hobart,

' Lack of research in the
area can partially explain this but the
dearth of speculation beyond the
cliche is difficult to
understand. Perhaps it is time to consider
familia ludens and explore several ques-
tions:

should
leisure reinforcement be a function of
family life specialists; and if so, what
should the principle concerns be in this
area?

It is important first of all to examine
what is happening in the worlds of work
and leisure. Work, for many in the post-
industrial society, is increasingly losing
much of its earlier meaning (cf. Reisman,
1958; Goodale and Aagaard, 1974). This
is especially true in the case of the job or

'A notable exception to the above is the text by
Robert O. Blood, Marriage (Free Press, 1969) which
devotes a chapter to *“Companionship in Leisure.”
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occupation.? Kaplan states that ‘‘the
familiar ticket to life—work—seems in
danger of having outlived its accept-
ability” (1971,26). The definition of who
we are is usually answered by an occupa-
tional reference-lawyer, professor, plumb-
er, and so forth. But what if you find little
meaning in your job, your required hours
of “work’ are being reduced, and the
economy cannot support your continuing
to “moonlight?”’ The idea that any occu-
pation can provide a sense of accomplish-
ment if only the proper job enrichment
techniques are employed or if children are
reared with the proper orientation toward
work is highly questionable. What Jacques
Ellul calls the ‘‘autonomous monolithic
technological society with its scientistic
values” (1968,38) strains to reduce each
task to its simplist component and man
becomes the servant, not the master.

The implication is made in this
statement that the option to a work ori-
entation is a lothesome state and that per-
sons selecting another life orientation are
somehow avoiding responsibility. While
the case for vocational education on the
part of parents is not denied (Shoffner and
Klemer, 1973), it is questionable whether
the work ethic, as it has been reinforced, is
truly functional any longer.

As discretionary time becomes more
available, the work ethic fails to allow
genuine freedom. Working at play be-
comes the norm. VYacations are pre-
planned to the most minute detail. Week-
ends are an endless string of *‘things to
do.” Even sex is defined in terms of
schedules and techniques (Lewis and Bris-
set, 1967). According to Alexander Reid
Martin (1961):

2For an excellent discussion of the difference be-
tween job and work, see Thomas F. Green, Work,
Leisure, and the American Schools (N.Y.: Random
House, 1968.)
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The complete inability to relax even for a mo-
ment is a common complaint and evidence of
neurotic disturbance. The widespread and
characteristic symptoms of our so-called age of
anxiety stem from a fear of relaxation and
leisure. This reaches its most intense expres-
sion in many individuals who are unable to
take vacations, in those who are beset by severe
after-work irritability, and in those who suffer
from what is called the Sunday neurosis.

If support for the work ethic as zhe
dominant life force in man is increasingly
dysfunctional or inappropriate as it
appears to be, perhaps even worse would
be the lack of support for an adequate re-
placement. There is particular danger in
supplanting the work ethic with no ethic.
Not surprisingly, this is already occurring
and having a negative effect on the family.

This should not be taken as an at-
tack on the alternative life styles of youth
who are attempting to develop a different
ethical foundation for their lives. Many of
these latter persons are opting out of the
so-called “‘work-trap” in favor of a pre-
ferred orientation toward creative leisure.
But what of the * that
has been fed only the pablum of vicarious
participation and entertainment, con-
trolled activities with defined leadership,
and a notable lack of clear-cut work goals?
Many of them get into trouble simply out
of boredom. Without proper leisure
socialization, this probably will increase.
Another problem resulting from a lack
of leisure reinforcement is that free time
increasingly becomes less “‘free.” As an
example, Walker (1969) reports that
labor-saving devices have not had as much
effect on relieving the homemaker from
household tasks as many believe. What
usually happens is that standards shift,
filling the potentially released time. For
example, when clothes were washed by
hand, they were usually worn longer and
washed less frequently. Today, we expect a
change of clothes daily and a clean ward-
robe from which to select our garb for the
day. Without education for leisure, in-
creases in non-work time will probably
continue to lead to a disconcerting rise in
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standards and a loss of freedom for all
family members.

Why is Leisure Important?

Leisure offers a new source of family
integration suited to the age toward which
we are moving. John Neulinger (1974, 120)
recently stated:

It is not necessary that we downgrade work in
order to raise the value of leisure. Leisure is not
non-work; leisure is not time left over from
work. Leisure is a state of mind; it is a way of
being, of being at peace with oneself and what
one is doing.

Free time, therefore, is not leisure; it
only releases the possibility of leisure. As
the potential for this freedom is increas-
ing, it would be appropriate to discuss
what leisure can do for the family.

First, leisure fulfills needs for personal
relaxation. It cleanses the mind and frees
one to consider alternatives. In effect,
leisure should help release persons from
the conventionality which tends to restrict
individuals in their decision-making and
their opportunities for alternative modes
of interaction.

It is only during
leisure that persons become free to con-
sider other means of handling tasks.

This spontaneity and reduction in
inhibition is very important in developing
interpersonal understanding. [JJPEISONs
i

Interpersonal communication is enhanced
by leisure.

addition, leisure allows the release of
normal pressures and tension, the oppor-
tunity to share frustrations, and the ability
to compensate for inadequacies in other
areas.

The cohesiveness of the family can be
improved through the sharing of leisure.
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By enjoying a common experience, the
participants develop a sense of exclusive-
ness and come to know one another better.
Stone and Taves (1956) report that a
“combat metaphor’” is common among
family campers who come to view their ex-
perience as a means of improving their
social solidarity.

among campers has also been reported
in studies by West and Merriam (1970)
and Lay and Devall (1974).

The sense of solidarity, however, is in-
creased by more than just the experience
of the shared activity itself. In many cases,
a great deal of planning and preparation is
done before the activity is even engaged in.
The family that plants a garden together
may spend weeks deciding what will be
grown, where it should be located, what
procedures need to be followed, and so on.
After the activity, the process of recollec-
tion often reinforces the cohesiveness of
the family and opens the communication
of the members revealing new opportun-
ities for interaction.

But not all leisure activities function in
the same way for families (Orthner, 1974).
Individual activities may provide relaxa-
tion for the persons involved but they also
develop their own set of commitments that
reduce possibilities for communication
and sharing. A high proportion of time
spent in individual activities has been
found to be negatively related to marital
satisfaction (Orthner, 1975).

‘“Paralle

eisure activities, a third pos-
sibility, offer the promise of sharing but
produce an actual reduction in participant
interaction. The spectator oriented activ-
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ities dominate this pattern of leisure with
television viewing their forte. As a recrea-
tional resource, the television provides an
opportunity for the family to be together,
to vicariously experience something in
common, but with few necessary require-
ments for sharing. Planning is provided by
the networks and the “T.V. Guide” and
recollection is handled through re-runs
and magazines.

A central issue is whether families know
how to develop their capacities for leisure
and how to select those activities that con-
tribute to their solidarity. Somewhat
optimistically, Dumazedier feels that

—thanks to
leisure and semi-leisure relationships and
activities” (1971, 197). But he is assuming
acceptance of the ‘‘new society” with a
leisure ethic, while for many persons this is
not going to be an easy adjustment. The
anxiety that exists with free time and the
inability to select those activities that inte-
grate the family are going to become criti-
cal issues in the immediate future.
Guidance will be necessary for many
families to find fulfillment in leisure.

Toward Leisure Reinforcements

The responsibility for a reorientation
toward leisure should be shared by each of
the institutions of society. But family-
shared leisure, as a special case, certainly
is not receiving the reinforcement it needs.
As an example, socialization in leisure is
usually associated with schooling and,
specifically, with physical education.
These programs, however, tend to have
several strikes against them in facilitating
gratifying family leisure: activities tend to
be sport oriented, skills are rewarded more
than pleasure, and sex-division is usually
practiced. This results in competition
being encouraged instead of cooperation,
the continuation of the ‘‘work at play
ethic,”” and the separation of men and
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women in leisure when they need to learn
to relax and enjoy these periods together.
Other recreation groups have done little
better. Most recreation programs are
geared to a separation of family members.

Women
have been barred from various recrea-
tional establishments of men, including
golf courses. With few exceptions, girls are
presently not allowed to participate in
Little League baseball with boys. It may be
expected that if a man wished to join the
garden club, he would cause considerable
consternation.

Neither economic nor religious institu-
tions have been particularly noteworthy in
their reinforcement of family recreation.
The non-family orientation of American
business has been aptly criticized (Ko-
prowski, 1973) and there are few indica-
tions of a major change. Forced overtime,
extensive business travel, relocation, the
“company-first” attitude, and other fact-
ors reduce leisure possibilities. Churches,
likewise, seem to develop programs that
separate family members. While we rarely
find a church today that forces men to sit
on one side and women the other or de-
plores mixed swimming, total family ac-
tivities are often hard to find. As an
example, a local church held a family week
culminating in a picnic at which the men
played baseball and the boys and girls
played other separate games, while the
women cooked, cheered, and talked with
one another. Only rarely did family mem-
bers see, play, or even eat with one another
after they had arrived.

This brings us to the central problem:
Many families, if not most, do not know
how to develop an reinforce in themselves
the creative use of leisure. They become
dependent on outside sources of interest to
relieve them of the boredom, tension, and
insecurity they often feel with one another.
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Certainly, summer camps become this for
many children when their parents no
longer find them comfortable to have
around. It is interesting to watch the cur-
rent flak over Little League and the revolt
of parents who see their children being de-
humanized in this “sport.” A boy must
work very hard, risk ridicule as well as
other punishment, and conform to strict
adult control over other areas of his life to
“play”’ ball. What ever happened to sand-
lot ball and other spontaneous forms of
play? It appears that parents have felt
more comfortable in sending their children
into organized activities where ‘‘respons-
ible’”’ adults are in control. One wonders,
however, if this is not simply another
means of shifting their responsibility and
especially, an indication of their own in-
security with play and leisure.

This inability to creatively develop free
time resources is probably best seen in the
growth of television. The fact that the
average family views its television set over
six hours per day (Rue, 1974) is only an in-
dication of its influence. Most important,
families have become dependent on this
recreational source as the mainstay of their
perception of family-oriented leisure.

The above suggests that families do
need guidance in effectively developing
their leisure resources and that this guid-
ance is presently not available to any signi-
ficant extent. This is not to say that the
family is losing its recreational function,
but rather that many families are not pre-
pared for the possibilities of leisure.
Family life professionals should be con-
cerned over the divesting of responsibility
for family leisure that appears to be
occurring, especially since free time with-
out a positive leisure ethic may be a factor
in familial disorganization.

It is not being advocated that a new sub-
ject be added to all the programs that are
now being offered. However, it is impor-
tant that this dimension be appropriately
integrated into those subject areas that are
relevant to leisure education. This is not a
new idea. Buckland (1972) has hailed the
productive use of leisure as an important
element in parent education. Davy and
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(1964,80). Koprowski
(1973) and Rue (1974) have emphasized
the need for more knowledgeable control
over television viewing. In addition, Kraus
(1964) has proposed that courses in home
and family living explore the function of
leisure and recreation in terms of their ef-
fect on building desirable family relation-
ships.

Some Specific Areas of Concern

Marital Adjustment

(1974), husbands and
wives need reinforcement for sharing their
discretionary time together.

Orthner (19795)
found in his study a rather steady decline
in jointly shared leisure activities over the
marital career. Because shared leisure is a
major determinent of companionship, this
decline may be a primary reason for the
marital disenchantment reported in most
research (cf. Rollins and Feldman, 1970).

Couples should be encouraged to order
their priorities so that joint participation
in leisure activities is possible. All too
often marriages get boring, even in the
early years when emphasis is placed on
individual pursuits or parallel activities
such as television. When children arrive,
expenses increase and parental role de-
mands may make it difficult for husbands
and wives to have time together alone.
This may mean allocating scarce financial
resources for baby sitting services but par-
ents need to be aware of the relational
costs of not having this time to share.

In addition to parenthood, other areas
of marital stress can be resolved easier if
some leisure is shared. Conflict is in-
evitable and a genuine understanding of
the other is necessary for any issues to be
effectively dealt with. Shared leisure facil-
itates this process because persons are
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more likely to communicate with and
understand someone with whom they have
had a common experience. The camara-
derie that develops also aids conflict reso-
lution by providing a perception of
common goals rather than the separation
of interests and outlooks common to many
marriages.

Husbands and wives also should be en-
couraged to view sexual relations from the
point of view of play and leisure. Miller
and Robinson emphasize that ‘‘making
love is the greatest, most beautiful form of
play we know. In its purest, most whole-
some form it is the uninhibited and en-
thusiastic sharing by husband and wife in
the entrancing, fascinating, aesthetic
games of sexual relations” (1963,264). The
popularity of Alex Comfort’s The Joy of
Sex certainly lends credance to this per-
spective. Yet, many couples are held back
from this experience by outmoded con-
cepts and lack of knowledge. Other per-
sons are so concerned with technique that
a sexual experience takes on work-like
overtones. Certainly, sex educators need to
stress the importance of a leisure setting
with free time, reduction in anxiety, and
the freedom to enjoy one another as vital to
sexual satisfaction.

Child Adjustment

In a recent television commercial, a
mother is pictured calling out to her son:
“Johnny I hope you are not doing any-
thing!”’ This seems to speak to the anxiety
of parents over the free time of children.
There is a sincere lack of recognition of the
value of play as a means of learning in the
young. Children practice alternate roles,
they create, they become more physically
adept, they learn; in general, children use
their leisure as a valuable tool in becoming
more aware of themselves, others, and the
world around them.

The 1960 White House Conference on
Children reported that adult values of
leisure had an overriding influence on the
free time perspectives of children (Soren-
son, 1961). The 1970 Conference con-
tained a plea by the children themselves:
“We want the opportunity to learn to
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make decisions during our free time”
(Chandler, 1971,204). As an antidote for
the “‘uselessness and worthlessness’ felt by
many children, it was recommended that
children should have a voice in shaping
their own leisure, especially in the
planning of activities and programs that
influence them. Furthermore, it was en-
couraged that “in the family, child-parent
discussions about the use of leisure time
should be commonplace” (Chandler,
1971,204).

But are most parents realistically pre-
pared to handle the responsibility of this
guidance? Probably not, if the data on
how parents use television as a baby-sitting
service are even close to being correct
(Looney, 1971; Rue, 1974). It is especially
important for young children to learn to
use leisure creatively and constructively
because if severe constraints are placed on
their perceptions of leisure as youth, it is
doubtful that they can free themselves
from these constraints as adults. Educa-
tion for leisure assumes that people are
“exposed early and long to experiences
that will help them develop appreciations
and skills that will help the flowering of
their personalities as leisure becomes in-
creasingly available to them” (Brightbill,
1960, 94).

Parents are going to need aid in examin-
ing alternate activities, developing insights
into the role of play for children and
adults, and establishing guidelines on how
to develop in their children the means of
selecting pursuits that relieve their frustra-
tion and tensions while developing them-
selves personally.

Parent-Child Adjustment

Parents
need to be encouraged to do things with
their children. When a child’s free time is
only spent with peers, coaches, recreation
leaders, or teachers, he becomes more
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dependent on them for his self-concept
development and personal satisfactions
than his parents. He is likely to shift his
authority to persons other than the parents
because he perceives that they are more
concerned and care for him.

As child nur-
turance is a primary function of the con-
temporary family, this appears to be an
abdication of parental responsibility. In
support of this line of thinking,

Children, themselves, seem to want
family recreational activities. Some of the
most fondly remembered experiences -of
youth are times spent with parents but in-
terestingly, away-from-home activities
yield the most positive memories (cf.
Conner, Johannis, and Walters, 1955;
Stone, 1960). This may be because the
sharing of new experiences is more likely
to open communication between parents
and children, especially when children are
allowed more exclusive parental attention.

(

It would ap-
pear then that parents are a major factor
in not providing the opportunity for these
experiences, even among adolescents.
Guidance needs to be given to parents so
that they can learn to utilize these needs of
their children to better the overall family
relationship.
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which he is hoping. He may simply be too
late.

Adjustment to Retirement

Another area that should be of critical
concern to family professionals is retire-
ment adjustment. Despite differences in
life expectancy between men and women,
most persons reach retirement age mar-
ried. Suddenly, they are faced with the
prospect of having to deal with more po-
tential leisure than they could have
dreamed of. It has been estimated that a
retired person will have more available dis-
cretionary time than the amount of time
spent at work over the previous 20 years
(Kaplan, 1960). Reduced incomes usually
require husbands and wives to spend much
of this time together in a smaller resi-
dence. If the work orientation that domi-
nated much of their life is not properly
channeled, frustrations and anxieties are
likely to create marital problems. It is little
wonder that many wives dread the pros-
pect of their husband’s retirement.

Conclusion

We return now to the basic issue: Is
familia ludens a viable concept and is
there utility in reinforcing this leisure com-
ponent in family life? First, it is apparent
that some qualifications need to be placed
on the concept of family play. It is not
being recommended that families do
everything in concert so that familia
ludens becomes an all encompassing life
style. Individuals often need time to be
alone, to reflect and relax in the presence
of no one. At other times, interests may
develop with non-family members that are
satisfying and meet needs that cannot be
enjoyed or shared with the family. In addi-
tion, it is recognized that for many
families, stability is dependent upon de-
fined roles and reduced communication,
variables that might be altered in shared
play.

An additional problem that must be
reckoned with is the overall anxiety re-
garding leisure on the part of many. For
some persons, this manifests itself in a fear
of personal and interpersonal freedom, an
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inability to relax. The old adage that “idle
hands are the devil’s workshop” seems to
characterize this type of person. Work be-
comes the driving force in life and leisure
the enemy of productivity. For other per-
sons, leisure anxiety manifests itself in a
somewhat neurotic search for pleasure and
fulfillment, the unusual and different ex-
perience. These latter persons measure a
good vacation by the number of miles
travelled, the number of kodachromes
taken, and the number of waterfalls
visited. The fact that every movie nomi-
nated for an award has been personally
viewed becomes a status symbol. Experi-
ences are evaluated in terms of quantity,
not quality. This type of leisure is competi-
tive and difficult to share despite the
presence of others.

On the one hand, it should be empha-
sized that each family has to learn to find
its own satisfactions, those things that
allow personal fulfillment and interper-
sonal nurturance. On the other hand, it is
evident that the family depending upon
companionship as a means of integrating
itself cannot establish the rapport neces-
sary for this without the sharing of experi-
ences together. This is not to say that “‘to-
getherness’’ and leisure are the same but
rather that family integration based on
intimacy, open communication, and inter-
personal support requires a component of
interaction during moments relatively free
from the constraints of everyday respons-
ibilities, i.e., during leisure.

(See Rosenblatt
and Russell in this issue). This is why there
seems to be considerable value in encour-
aging the active mode of leisure implied in
familia ludens. Again, it must be recog-
nized that not all families require this and
all persons need support for independence
in leisure as well as sharing, but reinforce-
ment of sharing has not received propor-
tionately the attention it deserves, that is
the point of this paper. This is also why
training people in skills such as tennis,
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The author has an old watering can with
the words on it: “Don’t hurry; don’t worry;
and don’t forget to stop and smell the
flowers.” In a world rushing by us so fast,
it can be hard to develop this kind of
leisure perspective. The eminent sociolog-
ist Robert M. Caslver recognized this
plight in the following:

Back in the days when unremitting toil was the
lot of all but the very few and leisure still a
hopeless yearning, hard and painful as life
was, it still felt real. People were in rapport
with the small bit of reality allotted to them,
the sense of the earth, the tang of the changing
seasons, the consciousness of the eternal on-go-
ing of birth and death. Now when so many
have leisure, they become detached from them-
selves, not merely from the earth. From all the
widened horizons of our greater world a thou-
sand voices call us to come near, to under-
stand, and to enjoy, but our ears are not
trained to hear them. The leisure is ours but
not the skill to use it. So leisure becomes a
void, and from the ensuing restlessness men
take refuge in delusive excitations or fictitious
visions, returning to their earth no more (1958,
54-595).
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