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 Practices and meaning of purposive family leisure among working and middle class 
families  
 
 This article explores the relationship between purposive family leisure and social class in 
Australian families. A brief review of family leisure literature is followed by a review of 
conceptual developments in family sociology and the new sociology of class in order to build a 
richer conceptual and theoretical base for exploring purposive family leisure. Qualitative data is 
reported from semi-structured interviews with parents in 28 working and middle class families in 
Brisbane, Australia. An analysis of family leisure practices show differences in what constitutes 
family leisure and its display. Moreover, parents’ stated intentions for engaging in family leisure 
practices suggest that there is a classed dimension to purposive leisure in that working and 
middle class parents emphasize different values and imagined futures for their children.  
Keywords:  family practices, family display, family leisure, purposive leisure, class 

 

Introduction 

Researchers have studied family leisure since Leisure Studies first emerged in the 1970s. 

Two of the best known early studies are the social-psychological work of Rapoport and Rapoport 

(1975) on the family life cycle and Young and Wilmott’s  (1973) institutional approach to the 

‘symmetrical family’. With a focus on the marital couple, most studies of family leisure made 

positive claims about shared leisure contributing to family stability, interaction and satisfaction 

(see for example, Orthner, 1975, 1985; Orthner and Mancini, 1980, 1991;  Holman and 

Epperson,1984; and Hill, 1988). As in social science more broadly, leisure researchers assumed 

‘the family’ was a hetero-normative, two-parent nuclear family without reference to social class, 

religion, geographical location, or ethnic identity. Feminist sociology challenged the normative 

notion of the nuclear family (Smith, 1993) and contemporary family sociology recognises 

diversity in family life (Hill, 2012; Chambers, 2012).  Family leisure researchers also 

acknowledge the influence of ethnic, racial, religious, class and sexual identities on family life 

and leisure (Shaw & Dawson, 1998; Rehman, 2001; Willming & Gibson, 2000; Bialeschki and 

Pearce, 1997), but have not really explored how diverse families practice and value family 

leisure. Shaw (2010) discussed implications of diversity in Canadian families for both family 
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leisure and personal leisure and the tensions between them, but the empirical work remains to be 

done1.  

One source of diversity in families is social class and this article looks at purposive 

family leisure through the prism of social class, because  social class is pivotal to understanding 

what matters to families and how they live. To use the term introduced to Leisure Studies by 

Watson and Scraton (2013), class is ‘intersectional’ rather than ’additive’  to gender, race, 

ethnicity and other sources of diversity that influence family life and leisure. The research 

question posed is, why do working- and middle-class parents engage in family leisure and are 

there classed differences in their practices and intentions?  

This article reviews contemporary literature on family leisure and proposes that family 

leisure research consider the relevance of recent conceptual approaches in family sociology and 

the new sociology of class. Next, it reports on a qualitative study of family leisure on 28 

Brisbane, Queensland families. Third, it demonstrates how conceptualizing ‘families’ and ‘social 

class’ in the proposed ways can inform an interpretive analysis of the data in the study. The 

article concludes with a discussion of how  introducing these concepts  may lead to more 

understanding of diversity in family leisure.  

Purposive Family Leisure  

Shaw and Dawson (1998, 2001) researched family leisure using time-use diaries and 

interviews with members of 31 families in Ottawa and Kitchener-Waterloo, Ontario, Canada.  

They coined the term ‘purposive leisure’ for the meaning parents attach to shared family leisure 

activity. Shaw and Dawson (2001) found that family leisure was highly valued by parents and 

they show ‘a strong sense of purpose’ (p. 223) in its accomplishment. Parents described their 

resolve and effort to organize and facilitate family leisure activities for the good of their children. 
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The authors explained that family leisure seemed to be ‘purposive’ to the achievement of two 

broad and complementary parental goals. In the short term, parents see engaging in family leisure 

as a way of enhancing the family as a cohesive, communicative and bonded unit, to give its 

members “a sense of family” and “memories of having good times together” (Shaw & Dawson, 

2001, p. 224). Over the longer term, parents want to provide their children with opportunities to 

develop healthy lifestyle patterns and to learn values that parents hope will serve them 

throughout life. Shared family leisure offers opportunities for children to learn moral and life 

lessons “through doing and seeing rather than being told what to do” by parents (Shaw & 

Dawson, 2001, p. 226).  

Until now, ‘purposive leisure’ (Shaw & Dawson, 2001; Harrington, 2006b; Such, 2006) 

has not been theorized in a way that enables inquiry of how family leisure may be mediated by 

class and other socio-cultural processes. Shaw and Dawson (1998, 2001) did not examine class 

differences in the practices and meaning of purposive leisure nor in the values transmitted 

through it. However, other researchers who foreground class in family life, particularly in the 

area of parenting practices, may offer some guidance.  In Plantin (2007)’s work on fatherhood in 

Sweden, working-class fathers saw fatherhood as “natural, well-known and predictable” (Plantin, 

2007:104) and they married and had children at a young age. They had traditional values and 

norms and were taught (and no doubt taught their children) to “do their best…stand in line and 

never stick out” (Plantin 2007: 104).  The middle-class fathers found fatherhood to be “a 

reflexive project” (Plantin, 2007:106) which transformed their career-driven self-image into 

seeing themselves as more rounded, with family life taking on new meaning. They subscribed to 

values of successful achievement, captured by the mottoes “alone is strong” and “to be all-
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sufficient” (Åström, 1990 cited in Plantin, 2007:106). Plantin’s work suggests different values 

and identities around parenting for fathers in different classes. 

Another sign of how purposive leisure may be mediated by class comes from Lareau’s 

(2000, 2002, 2003) work on parenting practices in the U.S. She found both white and black 

parents have distinct perceptions of the nature of childhood and position themselves in their 

children’s lives differently depending on their social class.  Lareau (2002, p. 748) devised the 

terms ‘concerted cultivation’ and ’the accomplishment of natural growth‘  for two dissimilar 

childrearing strategies used by middle-class and working-class/poor families. She found middle-

class parents provided their children an array of organized leisure and sport activities that parents 

believed would equip them with life-long skills.  In working-class and poor families, children 

had few organised activities but instead made their own pastimes within limits established by 

parents. They had “more free time and deeper, richer ties within their extended family” (Lareau, 

2002:749). Lareau concluded that the class differences in values and the “cultural logic of 

childrearing” (2002:748) lead to divergent paths for children: “an emerging sense of entitlement” 

among children raised by middle-class parents and “an emerging sense of constraint” (2002:749) 

for children of working class and poor parents.  

Neither Plantin (2007) nor Lareau (2000, 2002, 2003) refer to family leisure nor do they 

discuss shared leisure activities between parents and children. However their work on class-based 

values and meanings of parenting raises an important question for our understanding of class 

mediated purposive leisure. If middle and working class  parents are trying to realise different 

outcomes for their children (i.e., lifelong values and life-skills for success among the middle 

class and close bonded family ties among the working and lower class), are these not the two 

goals of purposive leisure (Shaw & Dawson, 2001)? Is it possible that middle and working class 
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parents purport to arrive at different ends for their children through family leisure?  This question 

will be addressed through analysing qualitative data on family leisure with the application of  

new concepts from family sociology and the new sociology of class.   

Family Practices and Displaying Family 

Morgan (1996, 2011) shifted thinking from the institutional and legal concept of ‘the 

family’ to a concept of ‘family practices’ giving a sense of the active, everyday, regular, fluid 

nature of family life (Morgan, 2011). He gives two meanings to ‘everyday’, in the sense of life-

events affecting large sections of the population at any one time, and ‘everyday’ routine 

activities. Morgan’s (2011) examples of life-events include family celebrations of birthdays, 

degree ceremonies and weddings, and most of his examples of routine family practices are family 

leisure activities, like  “watching TV” (p. 59), “the family meal” (p. 101) and “a father deciding 

to take a child for a walk in the park” (p.113).  Morgan defines “family practices” as “… not 

simply practices that are done in relation to other family members but they are also constitutive 

of that family ‘membership’ at the same time” (2011, p. 32). His work underscores the 

“performativity of family life in general” (Chambers, 2012:42; italics in the original).  In the 

same way, family members ‘doing’ family leisure constitute family leisure practices.  Morgan 

argued that family practices overlap with gendered, classed, ethnic, working and consumption 

practices which he sees as ”one of its distinctive strengths”’ (Morgan, 2011, p. 159), insisting 

that family practices can be viewed through many lenses.  In extending Morgan’s ideas about  

“’doing’ family things” rather than “’being’ a family” (2007:66), Finch tenders a new concept 

‘displaying family’ that builds upon the idea of performativity of family life. She explains how 

family is enacted in various social settings where individuals “‘constitute certain actions and 

activities as ‘family practices’” (Finch, 2007, p. 66) and see themselves and can be seen by 
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significant others as doing ‘family things’, hence her term ‘displaying families’. Later Morgan 

(2011) suggests extending ‘displaying families’ to research on the “overlap between class 

practices and family practices using the idea of display” (p. 63).  Families show themselves and 

others see them in a certain light by virtue of their family practices. The data analysis reported 

below will demonstrate the use of these conceptual tools for studying family leisure. These 

concepts, along with a cultural concept of ‘class’ from the new sociology of class, introduced in a 

following section, inform the qualitative analysis of purposive family leisure as mediated by 

class reported below. 

A Cultural Concept of Class for Family Research 

Sociologists would agree most people do not embrace social class as a collective identity 

in everyday life, although it still surfaces in national political debate (Bottero, 2004). Proponents 

of the ‘new sociology of class’ claim that social hierarchy is reproduced through “the classed 

nature of particular social and cultural processes” (Bottero, 2004 p. 989). This cultural concept of 

class emerged from the virulent ‘end of class’ debates of the early 1990s. Class analysis had 

fallen out of fashion after Giddens (1990; 1991; 1998) and Beck (1992) theorized that ‘reflexive 

modernisation’ had transformed industrial society. They argued that a globalized economy 

rewarding the ability of individual social actors to reflexively negotiate and manage risk and 

opportunities marked the advent of late modernity. Individuals embark on a ‘reflexive project of 

the self’ (Giddens, 1990; 1991) through which they construct their identities, creating and 

recreating their autobiography, and in the process cut traditional ties to family, social class and 

geographic locality. This is the ‘individualization thesis’.  According to Beck and Beck-

Gernsheim, the rise of individualization ends the need for concepts such as family and class, 

declared ‘zombie categories’ (2002, p. 203; cf. Gillies, 2005, p. 841).  They argued class is no 
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longer relevant for explaining inequality and social relations, nor as a source of personal or group 

identity (Gillies, 2005; see also Atkinson, 2007).  

In spite of proponents of reflexive modernity relegating class to obscurity, for advocates 

of a ‘new sociology of class’ it remains a critical concept for understanding social inequality. 

Gillies (2005) explains that class has been culturally reconstructed “from a structural category to 

a form of subjectivity” (p.836) which has focussed attention on childrearing practices.  She is 

particularly unsympathetic to the ‘reflective project of the self’ thesis that blames working-class 

people for failing to overcome structural barriers and constraints in order to raise middle class 

children who are “agentic, reflexive sel[ves]” (Gillies, 2005, p. 840). This latter point is relevant 

to a critical analysis of family leisure practices because  theorists of the new sociology of class 

link ‘good’ -- read middle-class, parenting practices to educational and employment outcomes of 

children. Valuing educational success includes encouraging and facilitating sport activities as 

‘healthy leisure pursuit[s]’ (Devine, 2004, p. 101). Sport, music and other ‘healthy’ leisure 

activities outside of school is less affordable for working-class families (Chin & Philips, 2004) 

even though they may value those opportunities. Moreover children’s interest in sport, music or 

other leisure pursuits can form the basis of shared family leisure interests (Devine, 2004) or 

‘purposive leisure’ (Shaw & Dawson 2001) done for the sake of the children. Middle class 

parents are able to give their children advantages mainly through mobilising their material and 

cultural resources for education and purposive leisure. Their inclination to do so is pertinent to 

this study of purposive family leisure.  

The Brisbane Family Leisure Study 

  The vernacular ‘low income’ and middle income’ was used in recruiting families 

for the study introduced here, rather than ‘working class’ and ‘middle class’ since that is how 
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Australians refer to class, outside of the ‘class wars’ in national political debate (Bottero, 2004). 

The broad research question posed is whether purposive family leisure is classed? More 

specifically, three research questions are addressed: are family leisure practices classed? Are 

some family leisure practices occasions for displaying family? Are the reasons lower- and 

middle- income families engage in purposive family leisure similar or different?   

A research assistant collected data from a purposive sample of 28 middle- and working- 

class two-parent heterosexual families living in Brisbane, Queensland, Australia in 1999 and 

2004 as research funds came available. Parents kept a leisure activity diary for seven days to 

inform the interviews with each parent about what family leisure means to them. The semi-

structured interviews focussed on how important they consider family leisure and what benefits 

they want their children to derive from it. Children ten years and older were also interviewed 

about their leisure activities and what ‘doing things’ with their parents meant to them.  

Study Method 
 

The research design was a replication of Shaw and Dawson’s (1998) study in Ontario, 

Canada2, using the same diary: diary-interview method (Zimmerman & Weider, 1977) and 

interview schedule as Shaw and Dawson (1998), but redesigned to sample ‘middle-income’ and 

‘lower-income’ families.  Two-parent families were recruited from a children’s soccer club 

which yielded 10 families for study, and 20 more prospective families were found through a  

community newspaper ad. The 28 families accepted into the study gave informed consent and 

were guaranteed anonymity and confidentiality. One criteria for inclusion in the study was family 

income falling below $25,000 (fourth decile of national income levels) or above $30,0003 (fifth 

decile) for a distinction between lower- and middle-income levels. 

Sample 
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Families with a net household income between $30,001 and $60,000 were designated 

‘middle-income’ and those whose net income fell between $20,000 and $24,999 as ‘lower- 

income’ which, as explained, are the preferred referents for working- and middle-class in the 

Australian cultural context. The majority of families were Anglo-Celtic and five families 

identified with another ethnicity: a Maori father in one lower income family, a Polynesian-Native 

American father in a middle income family, two families from the Philippines (one lower income 

and one middle income), and a middle income Israeli family.  The children in the sixteen middle-

income families ranged in age from 10 weeks to 20 years, with between two and four children in 

each family (an average of 2.5 children per family). In these families, one or both parents worked 

in occupational areas ranging from management consultancies, public service, education, health, 

small business and licensed trades. Two of the mothers were homemakers and another was on 

maternity leave. These families comprised 72 individuals.   The twelve lower-income families in 

the study had children ranging in age from 8 months to 25 years old, with between three and 

seven children in each family (an average of 3.5 children per family). One or both parents 

worked in manual and service jobs such as casual banquet work, industrial cleaning, mail sorting, 

gardening, part-time reception work, and four mothers were full-time homemakers.  There were 

66 individuals in the lower-income families.   

Data Collection and Analysis 

The study used seven-day diaries to gather qualitative information on actual practices and 

events to guide semi-structured interviews, that probed the meaning of those practices and events 

and the circumstances that surrounded them (Zimmerman & Weider, 1977). The interviews were 

taped and later transcribed. Each transcript was open coded, then through an iterative processthe 

interview data was organised into axial codes. Next through selective coding these codes were 
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then reorganized into discursive themes that emerged from the interview material (see Strauss, 

1987; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Neuman, 2000  

Findings 
 
Common Family Leisure Practices 
 
 This section draws out themes from the data analysis to develop more understanding of 

the classed nature of purposive family leisure, starting with some descriptive examples of family 

leisure practices. As expected, families engaged in a range of family leisure practices, and both 

lower--and middle-income families recorded some of the same activities. One that figured 

prominently was watching television even though most respondents  considered it a negative 

experience (see also Shaw & Dawson, 2003). For example, a father in a lower-income family 

stated: “watching TV's probably the least important [family leisure activity] yeah” (Family #12).  

A middle-income father was more communicative about why it was his least enjoyable family 

leisure activity: It's the television programs that you don't really choose to watch.  If  [I] were 

really disciplined, I'd go through the program each week and mark what I wanted to watch and 

be disciplined and watch them rather than vege out in front of the television” (Family #10).  

Fathers in both groups called watching TV “vegging out,” explaining they are too tired to do 

anything else after work. A lower-income mother admitted: “ I do watch a lot of TV when I am at 

home” (Family #8). In an example of a gendered practice of ‘time-deepening’ (Godbey, 

1994:243) a middle-income mother explains: “I might be watching TV but I’ll also be ironing so 

it’s not so much leisure but it’s sort of a feeling of doing something that’s not study or work but 

still getting stuff done in the house” (Family #20).  So watching television is a low priority but 

common family leisure practice that becomes a default option for many lower- and middle- 

income families.  

Classed Family Leisure Practices in Lower-income Families 
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While both groups reported watching television, across the interviews there were 

distinctive patterns of classed family practices   (Morgan, 1996, 2011).  One of these patterns was 

the efforts made by lower-income parents to engage in purposive family leisure that was 

inexpensive yet enjoyable for the whole family. Consider the following examples described by a 

mother with seven children in a lower-income family:  

‘Well we drive around sometimes, just for a drive like, [my husband] likes looking at houses 
(laughs)  So every now and again we'll drive around and we'll see a park and we'll go 'we'll have 
to come here on Sunday'.  And, yeah, we enjoy...I mean it doesn't cost anything and that's our 
main thing.’ (Family #13) 
 
She later described a family practice for celebrating a ‘life-event’ (Morgan, 2011) of children’s 

birthdays:  

I don't give the kids a birthday party every year but like [daughter] when she turned 13 she had a 
sleepover and [son] will have one next year because he'll be 13 next year.  For special, like, 
birthdays …I don't give them birthday parties every year but every year I give two of them a 
birthday party.  Like two of them will get a birthday party and the others won't and I just rotate 
so that everybody has a birthday party but not on the same year …. (Family #13) 
 
Another mother with three children in a lower-income family describes a similar preference for 

low or no-cost leisure practices that everyone can enjoy:  

I like to go to Southbank [Parklands]. We usually spend nearly all summer there.  It’s just nice, 
you know, the kids can swim.  We can swim, we just have BBQ's and just relax and go for walks 
along the riverbank ….. And it’s just really nice and it’s free. (Family #14) 
 
A further example of no-cost classed family leisure practices that promotes family togetherness 

comes from a lower-income father of three: 

When we have a family games night or games day that's important. Like monopoly and we can 
do that for an hour until the kids get fed up and fight over it, or a couple of hours depending on 
how it's going. That's important, I like that.  We're a family together, and we're not going out  
spending money and we're sitting here doing it on the cheap and we're having quality time 
together. (Family #5) 
 

The common aim of these various family leisure practices is purposive leisure, achieving 

family togetherness with little or no cost involved. However, lower-income parents did not 
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always link family togetherness and low cost family leisure practices. One lower-income father 

of four in family #18 could only think of one leisure practice the family did together: “I suppose 

meals together [are] a leisure activity.  Just for the family interaction. It's one time when 

everybody's together.” Another example of the importance of family togetherness comes from a 

mother in Family #12 who objected to her daughter going to the gym because it took her away 

from the family: “I just think it’s important for all of us to do a lot of things together as a family.  

Rather than like... [daughter] went off for three hours at a time on her own.  She quite often didn't 

have tea with the family.” Keeping the family together will return as a theme in a later subsection 

when lower-income parents talk about what they value about family leisure.  

 Classed Family Leisure Practices in Middle-income Families 

 The excerpts shown above stand in contrast to an array of family leisure practices of 

middle-income families where no cost is mentioned nor is family togetherness seen as an end-

point. Parents instead describe practices that are purposive to giving the children experiences that 

will build character, develop skills and reinforce healthy habits.  A telling example is from a 

family of Israeli migrants with no extended family in Australia, who want to make sure their 

children gain independent lives:  

We go and meet friends, we go picnicking with friends, we organize community activities because 
it is very important to me that my kids will be in a community doing things together with other 
kids. Because we are so dependent on each other it is very important to me that they will have 
friends, have social lives, do activities out of the house, not just with us. (Mother, middle-income 
family #29)  
 
She wants her children (aged 15, 8 and 3) to have friends outside the nuclear family because of 

the social skills and ‘flexibility’ it teaches them:   

I want them to have social skills. I want them to know themselves, to know what they like and in  
order to do that I have to expose them to a lot of activities…I really really want them to have to 
be very rich in their experiences and very flexible. Because I think flexibility is the thing that will 
make them strong when they grow up. (Mother, middle-income family #29) 
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To use Lareau’s (2000, 2002) concept, she is practising ‘concerted cultivation’ in her parenting, 

being clear about what she wants her children to be exposed to growing up. 

Many of the middle-income parents describe active leisure as a prominent part of their 

family leisure practices; the following few excerpts represent many other accounts of similar 

kinds of active outdoor family recreation. For example, a mother in a family of three sons (aged 

12, 10 and 2) described their ‘free-time activities’ lately:  

 
We have different sort of things that we do, like, we would go to a basketball game with 
[husband] or we’d go to the swimming carnival…or a new thing at the moment is wanting to  
go hiking as a family and rockclimbing and stuff like that.  (Mother, middle-income family #19)  
 
Another middle-income mother comments on spending family leisure time with her husband’s 

family and their commitment to a healthy lifestyle:  “when we do meet up we generally have some 

sort of physical activity whether it is beach or going for bushwalks so there is that side of thing 

too.  They are very involved in keeping healthy and fit” (Family #3).  Valuing healthy and active 

lifestyle practices was taken-for-granted in many of the interviews with middle-income parents. 

 For another family, trips away for holidays were routine:  
 
We usually go to Caloundra at least once a year and for the other holidays it could be to 
Girraween National Park and last holiday we went up to the Whitsundays.  We are going to 
Caloundra in June and [husband] is going to take [12-year old son] to Fraser Island and has put 
in for September holidays. (Mother, middle-income family #1) 
 
This mother looked for purposive holiday activities that gave health benefits like “camping, 

bushwalking, surfing and walking along the beach”.   

 Purposive family leisure is apparent when a middle-income mother draws a distinction 

between the educational family leisure practices their family engages in and choices ‘other’ 

families make: “we’ll often do something that’s educational in nature.  Museum.  Particular 

types of movies. Particular  types of books.  Outings to the library. That sort of thing. Yeah, we 
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tend not to be, sort of, theme park goers” (Family #20).  Distinguishing her family practices from 

those of other families leads me into a discussion of examples of family display (Finch, 2007). 

Displaying Families 

Finch (2007) explored ideas around the ways in which family life can be performative, in 

that some parents feel the need to see themselves and for others to see them in a particular light 

that displays the kind of family they are. Morgan (2011) pointed out how displaying families 

occurs with the overlap between class and family practices. As an example of Finch’s (2007) 

‘displaying families’, a  swim club forms the basis for shared family leisure for a middle income 

family with three sons. The mother describes their highly visible involvement: 

…well [husband] and I are carnival selectors for the swimming club and organised the club 
championships last year and we’re going to do that again next year…I think you get more out of 
it, the more you put in, you know. It’s not any sort of martyr thing…..somebody’s got to do it 
otherwise the club wouldn’t run.  Probably some of it might be a bit guilt sort of…..you know, I 
think we feel we should, you know, we’ve been in the club for a few years.  Really, we looked at 
maybe [husband] being president this year, and umm, cause our kids do get a lot of trophies and 
medals and things….(Mother, middle-income family #11).  
 
Note how she mentions the sons’ rewards for swimming prowess in the way of trophies and 

medals -- reminiscent of Gillies’ (2005) observation that only middle-class parents talk about 

their ‘talented’ children.  

When asked why holidays are important to her family, the mother in Family #10 displays 

a ‘well-travelled’ family:  

They are very new experiences.  We do lots of travelling and do camping holidays.  We've been 
to Dubbo, Adelaide, Sydney, Cairns.  We drive, we have been on a train and sometimes we go 
with friends on the bigger trips.  We go with [a friend] and [her husband] and other friends who 
have three boys on the further afield trips like Cairns, Sydney and Adelaide.  We do camping 
trips with [another family]....Everyone living very closely together and managing to survive very 
closely together. (Mother, middle-income family #10) 
 
Finally, the following excerpt is a classed family leisure practice with an element of display 

(Finch, 2007) because it describes a healthy and active family activity followed by the 
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widespread but culturally less-valued sedentary activity, watching television, with the message 

that ‘our family does good, constructive leisure activities together’:  

 
We bike ride at Shaw Road Park and sometimes we go with a few other  
families to Kalinga Park.  It is enjoyable as a family activity.  I look at it as a sport  
thing. If we come home and do some TV watching afterwards I feel as though we have  
done something constructive for the day. (Father, middle-income family #9)  
 
 
The concept of displaying family is appropriate for studying purposive family leisure because it 

conveys what some parents wish to accentuate about their family leisure practices, that they are 

doing worthwhile, culturally valued ‘good’ family leisure purposively. It says they are ‘doing 

family’ in a ‘good’ way.   

The Purposive Nature of Family Leisure 

   As discussed earlier, Shaw and Dawson (1998, 2001, 2003) drew attention to what 

parents were trying to accomplish with family leisure; referring to it as ‘purposive’ to parents 

short and long term goals. They identified short-term goals of family bonding and laying down 

good memories of family life and, more long term, developing healthy lifestyles and instilling 

values. Parents deliberately sought to practise family leisure for the good of their children. To 

uncover what family leisure meant to parents, both Shaw and Dawson (1998) and this study 

asked parents what they thought was important about doing family leisure. In this study, it is 

apparent that family leisure is valued as important to the family by both middle and lower 

income parents, but what they find ‘purposive” about it seems to differ. Just as Shaw and 

Dawson (2001) found, parents hope family leisure will lay down happy memories.  A middle-

income mother of three explains: ‘the kids enjoy coming on holidays … and hopefully when they 

have their children they will be the same’ (Family #10).  Meanwhile, the mother in lower-income 

family #12, who made her daughter quit gymnastics, refers to memories as well: “Well, I think 
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that's their childhood memories. They're going to be the family together, doing things together.  

Rather than, 'I went to gym, I don't know what the rest of the family did when I was a child'.”  

The first excerpt suggests that the mother hopes her children will want to follow the same pattern 

as they did, and the second excerpt comes back to the notion of family togetherness being 

paramount.  

Learning values came up in answering this question about family leisure too. A mother in 

a middle-income family stresses learning skills, reminiscent of the ‘agentic, reflexive self’ Gillies 

(2005:840) refers to and Lareau’s middle class practices of concerted cultivation (2002): 

You know, kids are learning valuable skills. They learn to work together. So as well as enjoying 
themselves they’re learning something useful to work with other people as a group and get along 
with each other, as individuals as well. (Mother, Family #20)   

 
Middle-income parents seem to readily identify the values they believe their children are learning 

from shared family leisure, as these excerpts illustrate:    

Teach them good manners and looking after your friends and how to treat other people and just 
being nice to people. Fellowship and getting on with your fellow man. (Mother, middle-income 
family #1)    

 
Trying to instil some values to the kids. Values such as being together as a family unit and some 
of our values can be passed on to them.  Such as sense of responsibility, sense of loyalty to the 
family unit, love and that sort of stuff. (Mother, middle-income family #7).   
 
 
Parents named values that would arguably be useful in their children’s future careers like 

working together, getting along, being responsible. What is interesting is the ease with which 

middle-income parents articulate what values are important to them. 

When parents in the lower-income group talked about long-term goals of family leisure, 

they did not mention life-long values but rather framed family leisure as the way to build family 

bonds that are lasting into the future. A father of three explains: 



18 
 

 

The main reason to have family activities is to bond everyone together and develop good 
communication if at all possible and hopefully when they’re older they will talk to us about 
things rather than go off to someone else.  That’s why I try to foster [family relationships] by 
trying to do things with them more than a one on one – trying to get a group together so that 
everyone will like one another.  (Father, lower-income family #5)  
 

As with the father in family #5 quoted above, lower-income parents were more likely to voice 

their awareness that someday their children will leave home so it is important to take the time 

now to know them and watch over them:  

Very important any activities that you do with your children is always important because it won’t 
be long before they are grown up and gone… learning more of each other especially as the 
children get older you know as for myself you’re not home all that often cause I work long hours.   
The children quickly grow up and you sit down with them and talk and the next minute you 
realise they have grown they are a little bit older than last time you know… and also to keep tabs 
on things I suppose, especially with the older children. (Father, lower-income family #26)  
 
It was difficult for me to find any mention of values beyond getting along with others and 

sharing in the interviews with lower-income parents as the following excerpt shows:  

Umm, values and attitudes?  Hmmm.  Yeah, just….just sharing and you know, thinking of other 
people and not just thinking of yourself and when you’re…doing things together, you have to do 
that.  Apart from doing an activity on your own, you can please yourself and how and where and 
why you’re do it but when you’re doing it together as a family you know, you can’t just ignore 
other people as….hmm, sorts of values and things, yeah. (Father, family #21)   
 
When the father in Family #26 said, parents need ‘to keep tabs on things’ he was expressing a 

pattern of concern that ran through the transcripts of interviews with lower-income parents. They 

worried about the security of their children when they are not with family members, a concern 

not aired by middle-income parents. Lower-income parents strove to impart values to their 

children through purposive leisure, but unlike middle-income parents who reinforce values 

compatible with future professional careers,  lower-income parents spoke about the dangers of 

mixing with the wrong crowd, or learning values counter to those held by their parents:  

I hope that I’ve got through to the kids that vandalism is senseless.  The values that you 
don’t touch other people’s property and steal from anyone.  You don’t be unkind or fight 
and hope they will be well adjusted in terms of playing with other kids. There is never a 
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fight in the street and there are good kids in the street and they get on like a house on fire. 
(Father, lower-income family #17)   
 
 

This theme of dangerous influences emerged from other interviews with lower-income parents, 

like the mother with three daughters who says ‘You’ve got to keep children busy nowadays or 

they’ll keep themselves busy doing other things’ (Family #15). 

A father puts it succinctly when talking about the reasons for doing family leisure:   

 I think you’ve just got to be involved. Because at least you know what your kids are doing 
and who they’re hanging around with.’ (Family #12). 

 

None of the parents in the middle-income families mentioned this element of danger in allowing 

children leisure or play activities away from the family unit; rather as seen with the Israeli 

mother who actively encourages her children to make friends independently, middle-income 

parents in this study wanted their children to know people outside the family. As a further 

example, another middle-income mother says: ‘I think that socialising, mixing with other people 

is important.. I think it’s a part of how they learn about how the world works’ (Family #20).  

 

 

 

 

Discussion 

The findings presented in this paper have focussed on three themes emerging from the 

data analysis: first, classed family leisure practices; second, displaying family through family 

leisure; and third, how parents seem to be pursuing class specific goals in purposive family 

leisure. Both lower- and middle-income families watch television and while parents usually 

regard it as the least enjoyable family activity, sometimes it was all they felt like doing. Excerpts 
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from the interviews showed a range of family leisure practices that support my interpretation that 

some family leisure practices are classed. Lower-income families described how they sought out 

low cost ways to spend leisure time together, both at home and in the local area. Their aim is to 

have everyone in the family involved and enjoying themselves.  This can be seen when the father 

in Family #5 described playing board games  as “we’re a family together” and family bonding 

took precedent over activities outside the family (like the mother who objected to her daughter 

doing gymnastics, as it took her away from the family).  This sense of being a family together, 

bonding with one another and communicating, and what Shaw and Dawson called “a sense of 

family” (2001:224) is referred to as by parents as ‘family togetherness’. In Morgan’s terms,  

engaging in family leisure practices they are constituting a family ‘doing family’ together (2011). 

Middle-income respondents described many forms of active leisure including sports, 

surfing, bicycle rides and bushwalking as their usual family leisure practices, which are 

purposive leisure for the good of their children now and later in life. Through telling what they 

do for family leisure,  some middle-income parents ‘display’ the kind of active, healthy family 

they see themselves as and as they want to be seen by others. Respondents elaborated on their 

family excursions to national parks, distinctive natural environments and distant cities. Some of 

the places named are highly regarded as destinations and by naming them gives weight to Finch’s 

(2007) notion of ‘displaying’ to others (in this case the interviewer) what kind of family they are.  

Middle-income parents try to teach their children specific values, develop their abilities 

and build their self-confidence.  Instilling lifelong values for individual success seems more 

salient for middle-income parents than for lower-income parents. This class difference resonates 

with theoretical arguments by Lareau (2000, 2002, 2003) and Gillies (2005) that working class 

and poor families need to be on guard against life’s uncertainties and middle-class parents want 
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to reproduce class advantages through inculcating the ‘right’ values for future success. However, 

it is fair to say that in both groups, family members derive pleasure from what they do together 

for leisure as a family. Parents tell their children nostalgic stories of their own childhood, and 

hope their actions will give their children happy memories of family leisure too, as Morgan 

(2007, 2011) felt was so important. 

When parents from both income groups talked about family leisure, they all appear to 

pursue ‘purposive leisure’ with their children. On the one hand, middle-income parents 

emphasise how they promote self-development, autonomy and acquiring skills for life and 

optimal leisure involvement of their children into adulthood. They do active family leisure 

practices and give their children wide-ranging travel experiences. This is consistent with 

Lareau’s concept of ‘concerted cultivation’ of middle class children, Plantin’s use of the motto 

‘alone is strong’  and Gillies’ ‘worthy selves’ destined for an entitled, successful adult life.  On 

the other hand, lower-income parents preferred spending leisure time together ‘as a family’ 

where parents can enjoy their children’s younger years, grow lasting family bonds and fend off 

dangerous influences. This is in line with Lareau’s ‘natural growth,’ Plantin’s use of the motto 

‘stand in line and never stick out’ and Gillies’ ‘ontological security’ that comes from  “‘fitting in’ 

rather than ‘standing out’” (Gillies, 2005, p. 845).   The examples support my interpretation of a 

classed dimension to purposive leisure in so much as the short term goal for family leisure 

among lower-income families is family bonding or family togetherness. Longer term, they hope 

their children will want to know them after they leave home, and hope that they will stay out of 

trouble. 

Family leisure time is clearly an important and highly valued aspect of family life for 

these Australian families. Parents from both income groups talk about family leisure in ways that 
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show they hope the benefits will last a lifetime, so that their children will have good memories of 

childhood and carry the family's values and interests into their own future lives. However, as the 

interview data presented here shows purposive leisure reflects different classed meanings 

mothers and fathers give to ‘doing’ and sometimes ‘displaying’  family leisure practices. 

Conclusion 
 

Income differences may explain greater constraints and different leisure opportunities 

among lower- as opposed to middle-income families, but, the social worlds within which families 

live are to a large extent shaped by how parents earn a living. Qualitative studies by U.K. based 

researchers of the new sociology of class, such as Devine (2004) and Gillies (2005), Plantin’s 

(2007) Swedish study and Lareau’s (2002, 2002, 2003) research in the U.S. have influenced this 

study of Australian families  as has the Special Issue of Leisure Studies on leisure and fatherhood 

(Kay, 2006). These works mademe curious about how class and other socio-cultural processes 

mediate purposive leisure.   It foregrounds what kinds of citizens parents are trying to shape, and 

the futures they imagine for their children.   

The study found lower-income families engaged in family leisure practices that were 

inexpensive or free, mostly local and pleasurable for the whole family. They emphasized doing 

things together as a family in order to foster ‘togetherness’ and the family bond and to keep the 

children away from bad influences. Middle-income parents used purposive leisure to instil good 

habits and values in their children for success in later life. They chose family leisure practices 

that were active, involving activities and locations that are culturally valued and which they can  

display as a token of family ‘goodness’ (Finch, 2007).  Moreover, only middle-income parents 

boasted about their children’s sporting accomplishments.  

 This study substantiates Hill (2012) claim that  ‘social class has a powerful impact on 

virtually every aspect of family life…social class cuts across [gender, ‘race’ and ethnicity] 
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dimensions of inequality in its ability to explain family life’ (p. xviii). Moreover, family practices 

and family display enable us to conceive of family leisure as sets of practices that may be 

classed, gendered, religious and ethnic, that have personal, cultural and social meaning, which 

confirm family members’ connectedness to one another and display this connectedness to others. 

This researcher advocates the need for further study of diversity across families and differences 

in the way they use and value shared leisure time. It is time to shake off the long-standing and 

discursive legacy of ‘nuclear’ families and the study of family leisure as predominately linked to   

two parent family households (Shaw, 2010). Paying attention to family leisure practices and their 

classed, ethnic, religious and other possible dimensions is an opportunity for family leisure 

researchers to convey richer understandings of what actual families do and why they do it. 

Looking for instances of family ‘display’ through family leisure draws attention to the 

performative nature of family life and the extent to which actual families want to play up or 

down the kind of family they are. Finally, this article argues that Shaw and Dawson’s (2001) 

concept of purposive leisure, capturing parents’ intentions for particular family leisure practices, 

can be  used in a more discerning way to account for diversity in parental intentions across class, 

ethnic, religious and other intersecting family identities.   
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