New leisure

We in leisure studies might be tempted to regard the new leisure
activities we read or hear about as mere fads, passing ways of
using free time deemed unworthy of sustained scholarly
attention. Although I personally disagree with this position (as
does Best [2006], for example) – I believe examination of leisure
fads should be part of this field – the present article concentrates
only on new activities that, as of today, appear not to be faddish.
In fact what may at first seem faddish may in the long run
become an enduring new leisure activity.
The history of snowboarding illustrates well how a leisure
activity may be invented, catch on, and flourish to the point of,
in this case, being adopted as an Olympic sport, all in the course
of about 30 years. It might have withered as a passing fad, but
no. Today it remains important.
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The Import of New Leisure

Snowboarding originated in the United States between the
late 1960s and early 1970s. Its popularity grew rapidly in the
1980s and 1990s, in part because it is easy to learn. Most
riders attain a degree of proficiency after only a few sessions
of instruction. The sense of freedom the sport offers in
equipment and technique adds greatly to its appeal. . . . It
was developed independently by three Americans: Tom
Sims, Jake Burton Carpenter, and Dimitrije Milovich. Sims is
often credited with building the first snowboard, when in
1963, he modified a skateboard to slide on snow, an idea
influenced in part by his experience as a surfer. Carpenter
tinkered in the late 1960s with a snow toy to which he gave
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Professor Robert A. Stebbins, with over 30 years in
leisure studies, has pioneered the ideas of ‘serious
leisure’, ‘casual leisure’, ‘project-based leisure’ and
‘optimal leisure’. He is currently Faculty Professor in the
Department of Sociology at the University of Calgary.
Author of 30 books and monographs in several areas of
social science, his most important recent works bearing
on these ideas include: Amateurs, Professionals, and Serious
Leisure (McGill-Queen’s University Press, 1992); After
Work The Search for an Optimal Leisure Lifestyle (Detselig,
1998); New Directions in the Theory and Research of Serious
Leisure (Edwin Mellen, 2001); The Organizational Basis of
Leisure Participation: A Motivational Exploration (Venture,
2002); Volunteering as Leisure/Leisure as Volunteering
(CABI, 2004, edited with M. Graham); and Between Work
and Leisure (Transaction, 2004). Forthcoming books
include Challenging Mountain Nature (Detselig) and A
Dictionary of Nonprofit Terms and Concepts (Indiana
University Press, with D.H. Smith and M. Dover). He was
elected Fellow of the Academy of Leisure Sciences in 1996
and, in 1999, elected Fellow of the Royal Society of
Canada; and has been a member of LSA since 1995.
Stebbins’s main leisure interests lie in amateur
music, where he is a jazz and classical double bassist,
and in various outdoor hobbyist pursuits, notably crosscountry skiing, snowshoeing, and hiking and mountain
scrambling (hiking to mountain tops). He is also an active
volunteer in the Calgary French community, primarily as
Past-President of the Société d’accueil francophone (an
organization that helps French-speaking immigrants
settle in Calgary). And, to be sure, casual leisure counts
as well. For Stebbins it consists mainly of evening
conversations with friends and family and dining out in
Calgary’s restaurants.

New leisure refers to any activity of recent invention undertaken
in free time, in the sense that a number of people in a region,
nation, or larger sociocultural unit have only lately taken it up
as a pastime. In fact the activity might have been, until some
point in history, entirely local, say, enjoyed for many years but
only in an isolated small town, ethnic enclave or minority group
(e.g., lacrosse, archery). Then the activity gains a following in the
surrounding region, nation, or beyond. Most often, however,
new leisure activities appear to have been recently invented,
albeit commonly with one or more older, established activities
as models. New leisure activities are a diverse lot, found in
serious, casual, and project-based forms. They also appear to be
created at a much greater rate today than earlier, in significant
part because of processes leading to globalization
This definition of new leisure is admittedly vague. Such terminology as ‘recent’, ‘a number of’ and ‘established leisure’ lack
precision, which will only be possible to achieve with careful
exploratory research on these activities. The definition above is
thus tentative, but hopefully clear enough to focus the following
discussion. On the other hand the idea of invention is clearer,
even if joined here with that of recency to emphasize the
contemporary sociocultural context within which new activities
are conceived.
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Forthcoming in LSA Newsletter
No. 81 (November 2008):
Robert Stebbins’s
‘Leisure Reflections No. 19’, on

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

○

Leisure Abandonment
sided ball past the opposition’s goal line (see http://
myuminfo.umanitoba.ca/index). In final analysis such
inventions lack appeal sufficiently broad to gain the status of
‘new’, as defined above. They fail to catch on. The systematic
examination of new leisure, were it to become a specialty in
leisure studies, would do well to also investigate these dead
ends, even while such a program would pose some difficult
challenges (e.g., how to locate unpopular activities, how to
demonstrate and explain general disinterest in them).
New leisure may also be symptomatic of social change. For
instance, modeled on a couple of groups recently established
elsewhere in Canada, francophones in Calgary organised a
welcome centre for French-speaking immigrants who had begun
coming to the city in droves. Despite Canada’s official status as
bilingual and multicultural, no agency, public or private, was
meeting this need in that city. The centre did this by recruiting
volunteers, who however, had to offer services quite new to
them. As another example the express games described below
were developed in response to the combination of reduced
attention span and lack of time that characterizes so much of
modern daily life in the West.
Furthermore leisure inventions are important as vehicles of
human creativity. The extended example on the invention of the
snowboard and snowboarding illustrates how this works. There
are myriad ways in which people across the world invent
objects, practices, and activities, with new leisure being but one
vehicle for this. Nonetheless that leisure invention occurs
frequently shows the significance of leisure in the lives of a good
number of people the world over. Indeed, of all institutions in a
modern society, the leisure institution could be shown to be the
arena for the largest number of the society’s inventions.
Why? One answer is that marginality has been said to be an
important precondition of creativity. Many participants in
serious leisure are marginal (Stebbins, 2007: p. 18), though that
status should not suggest that each is therefore creative. But it
has been argued that some creative people, including some
amateurs, hobbyists, and career volunteers, are also marginal.
Edwards states the case for marginality as a condition for at least
some creativity:
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The first competitive snowboarding event was a small contest
organized in 1981 in Leadville, Colorado. The following year the
first National Snowboarding Championships were held at
Suicide Six in Woodstock, Vermont. In 1985 the World
Snowboarding Championships were launched in Lake Tahoe,
California. In 1995 the organizers of the 1998 Nagano Winter
Olympic Games announced their decision to include giant
slalom (an Alpine racing event) and half-pipe snowboarding
events. Sudoku (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sudoku,
retrieved 11 January 2008) and the hobby of scrapbooking have
followed similar paths to prominence. According to Wikipedia
(http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Scrapbooking, retrieved 11
January 2008), scrapbooking dates to ancient times, only
becoming a hobby in the 1980s in North America.
The foregoing examples hint at another notable property of
new leisure: its role in globalization. These days word of an
interesting new activity spreads quickly through the mass media
and the Internet. Aided by the growing universality of a reading
knowledge of English, human interest articles in this language
on new leisure appear from time to time in various newspapers
and magazines. Enthusiasts also use the Internet, forming
websites, writing blogs, and establishing electronic discussion
groups. This broad, complex interconnectedness makes possible,
depending on the activity, extra-local competitions, conferences,
expositions, and very likely more informal get-togethers such as
meetings of like-minded folk in restaurants and private homes
and by e-mail.
Thus, as an instance of limited globalization, many North
American cities have lately taken to organizing ‘conversation
cafÈs’. These casual leisure, sociable conversations operate
fortnightly on a no-charge basis, and are held in a public setting,
usually a local cafe. Anyone may participate, which is done by
speaking in turn on a mutually-agreed-upon subject. This
session is followed by open dialogue. A skilled host leads the
session, and people who would rather not to speak may simply
listen or participate only in the subsequent dialogue. Although
not a form of civil labor, conversation cafés do seem to generate
a certain amount of social capital. Hence their import. Through
the work of author Vicki Robin, the New Road Map Foundation
in the United States has supported since 2001 the development
and spread of conversation cafÈs throughout North America. In
2008 Conversation Café Week will be held 24-30 March. (see
www.conversationcafe.org; retrieved 6 January 2008).
Leisure inventions that fail to become popular have failed
to gain acceptance, even though they may have appeared in the
mass media or on the Internet. Thus, the annual ditchball
tournament, which began in 1975 at the University of Manitoba,
remains unique to that institution. The object of the game, which
is played in a large, 10-15 foot, snowy ditch, is to push a multi-
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the name “Snurfer” (it even had a rope attached at the front)
and only later realized how ski technology could improve
snowboarding. Milovich, an East Coast surfer, got his
inspiration from sliding on snow on cafeteria trays and based
his snowboard designs on surfboards. Snowboarding
appealed initially to a small group of surfers, skateboarders,
and backcountry enthusiasts. (Stebbins, 2005: p. 62)
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But it does seem likely that the creative person — for reasons
that are not yet understood . . . is able to turn his marginal
status, whether sought or unsought, to good advantage.
Biographies of creative individuals suggest that marginality
is usually a temporary episode in a creative career … From
a sociological point of view, the striking fact about such
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• eXtreme Croquet. Croquet played in unusual environments
using special mallets and wickets along with recommended
balls (wood except in the winter, where plastic is preferred).
Suggested environments include fields, parks, forests and
drainage basins. The Connecticut eXtreme Croquet Society was
founded in 1984 (see www.extremecroquet.org)
• Kite Skiing/Skating. A skier or skater is pulled over snow or
ice while on skis, snowboard or skates by wind in a kite. Some
people pursue kite waterskiing. (see http://
grove.circa.ufl.edu/~pbc/kite/powerkite.html)
• Made-up Languages. Making up languages is a contemporary
hobby. According to Wikipedia the contemporary website
‘Langmaker ’ began as ‘Model Languages’, an electronic
newsletter published between 1995 and 1996 by Jeffrey
Henning. (see www.langmaker.com)
• Lock-Picking. Locksport International is the Internet home for
this international hobby, which is pursued for personal
fulfillment and not as a criminal livelihood (see
www.locksport.com).
• Joggling. This is juggling while jogging. As stated in Wikipedia
the Joggling World Championships are held each year as part
of the International Jugglers’ Association’s summer festival.
The first championship was organised in 1980.
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ice-golf championship was held there (see www.greenlandguide.gl/icegolf/default.htm, retrieved 9 January 2008)

• Pumpkin-Shooting. Since 1986 new cannon designs have
emerged for the sole purpose of shooting a pumpkin over a
distance. Every year pumpkin-shooting is featured at various
events held throughout the United States. (see www.cannonmania.com/pumpkin_chunkin.htm)
Casual Leisure
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• Bog Snorkeling. This international sporting contest held in
mid-Wales since 1985 has contestants competing for the fastest
time over two lengths of a 60-yard trench cut through a peat
bog. They may wear a snorkel and flippers, but may not use
conventional swimming strokes. (see http://llanwrtydwells.powys.org.uk/bog.html)
• Working-Class Style Show. Swarns (2002) describes a South
African style contest held Saturday evenings, during which
working-class men strut their finest clothing. Reliable
information on its origins is unavailable, but most locals
believe the activity may be 40 to 50 years old.
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• Money Slavery. Durkin (2007), who has gathered sociological
data on this deviant leisure, says it consists of males making
monetary payments to women in exchange for being
humiliated and degraded. In the new leisure participants meet
over the Internet (e.g., www.goddessmaya.com/you.html).
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• Ice Golfing. Golfing on ice and snow. Originally played only in
Greenland, the game recently became global. In 2008 a world
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• Parkour. Developed in France in the early 1990s by David Belle,
who modeled it after a French training regimen. It consists of
runners (traceurs) attempting to run, jump or climb over (under,
around) diverse urban obstacles. (see www.urbanfree
flow.com)

• Turkey Bowling. A recently invented American game
consisting of rolling a frozen turkey at bowling pins (see
www.fundraisers.com/ideas/frozenturkey.html, retrieved 10
January 2008).

• Board Games. New board games are being created at a remarkable rate (see www.boardgamesexpress.com). Furthermore
Monopoly and Scrabble now have ‘express-game’ versions for
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• Geocaching. A high-tech treasure hunt similar to orienteering
that uses global positioning system (GPS) technology. Though
based on much older precursors of the activity, geocaching per
se was only possible after 1 May 2000 following removal of
‘selective availability’ from GPS. (see www.geocaching.com)
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For the past three years or so I have been collecting descriptions
of new leisure activities, a reasonably representative sample of
which is tentatively classified below according to the typological
framework of the serious leisure perspective (Stebbins, 2007).
Their placement by type is provisional, because systematic
exploratory research on an activity is normally the most valid
way to determine how it should be conceptualized and
categorized. By dint of their newness such research is lacking.
Serious Leisure
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Some New Leisure Activities
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Whereas it is doubtful that the typical serious leisure enthusiast
alternates between aloneness and gregariousness, that person’s
marginality, perhaps felt only in the sphere of leisure, may still
foster a special degree of creativity.
As a further example of inventiveness in leisure, consider
making and tinkering, a subtype of hobby. Tompkins (2003)
writes on the activities of hobbyist builders of flight decks,
people (usually men, it appears) who construct a mock airplane
cockpit in their garage or basement or, believe it or not, their
bedroom. Equipped electronically, much like the modern airplane, these flight decks get used as flight simulators, allowing
their operators to ‘fly’ in different kinds of weather, at various
altitudes, at a number of speeds, and so on. Equipment for these
constructions is expensive, however, making this hobby one for
the wealthy. As near as I can determine these hobbyists have yet
to develop a website, while the sites centred on downloadable
software enabling flight simulation from a computer are hardly
the same thing.
Another import of new leisure is the fact that is may challenge established leisure. The first forces all who have an interest
in leisure to think outside the framework of conventional
activities. To the establishment, some new leisure may be silly,
outrageous, dangerous, or incomprehensible as desirable
activity. At first snowboarding on down-hill runs was regarded
by alpine skiers as an abomination, and boarders were soon
officially barred from them. Although conflict along these lines
still flares up occasionally, snowboarding and down-hill skiing
generally coexist today at most ski installations.
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careers is the ability of creative individuals to alternate
periods of disaffiliation and solitude with periods in which
a variety of social roles are sustained with great effectiveness.
(Edwards, 1968: p. 448)
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entirely, free of pecuniary interest. Commercialism, it may be
said, is not an ineluctable feature of new leisure.
Many of the new leisure activities can serve as a resource in
leisure education. Part of the mandate of practitioners here is to
familiarize clients and students with a range of personally accessible leisure activities and then encourage them to pursue those
for which they have both taste and aptitude. New serious leisure
activities may also be appealing because they offer an uncommon identity as accomplished participant in one of them. Additionally new leisure in general could turn out, upon closer examination, to be an especially effective mechanism by which to
encourage people to set aside more free time or to use their existing free time in more personally rewarding or fulfilling ways.
Leisure service providers would be wise to keep a finger on
the pulse of new leisure inventions. They must try to serve emergent demands, whether for their own commercial advantage or
for realization of public policy aimed at generating community
well-being through leisure. On this note the website www.deep
fun.com is a true goldmine of scholarly discussion of and practical advice on an immense range of new as well as old free-time
activities. Its author, Bernie Dekoven, is a former academic.
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There is a commercial side to many of these activities, including
the multitude of new board games. Novelty is the spice of life in
the world of business, and new leisure offers a huge opportunity
to generate potentially vast profits. This said, joggling, parkour,
and cell phone throwing, among others, are largely, if not
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Conclusions
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Not included in this discussion are leisure-like activities carried
out in the name of professional goals. An example is the annual
Great Northern Concrete Toboggan Race. Now in its 34th year, it
might still be considered recent, but has nonetheless been
rejected as new leisure because it is part of a work project. It is
intended to test skill, creativity and innovation in designing and
constructing concrete toboggans.
Also excluded are old activities that have recently enjoyed
a resurgence in popularity, among them snowshoeing and
Rubik’s-cube and rock-paper-scissors competitions. A critical
condition here is that these activities are not recent inventions,
as new leisure is. Nevertheless resurgent activities pose
interesting questions for leisure studies, including why such
resurgence occurs and who is involved in it. Resurgent leisure is
a distinctive type, requiring thus separate conceptualization and
analysis.
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• Global scavenger hunt. An annual competition inaugurated in
2005 to try to find, during a three-week period guided by various clues, a set of predetermined objects, or “scavenges” (e.g.,
ruins, festivals, eateries), located in countries across the world.
Each hunt raises money for charity. In 2008 contestants paid
$9,900 (USD), which included airfare, first-class hotel accommodations and some meals. (http://www.globalscavenger
hunt.com/home.htm)
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• Space tourism. Wikipedia (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Space_tourism, retrieved 11 January 2008) says this “is a recent
phenomenon of tourists paying for spaceflights, primarily for
personal satisfaction. As of 2007, space tourism opportunities
are limited and expensive, with only the Russian Space Agency
providing transport”. Given the high cost of a trip, nearly all
tourists make but one (see www.spacetourismsociety.org/
Home.html).
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• Volunteer Tourism. Touristic holidaying by people who volunteer in an organized way to substantially and altruistically
benefit a target group, community, or society. Alternative
tourism, of which the volunteer variety is but one type, is a
product of the late twentieth century (Wearing, 2001: p. 6).
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• Cell Phone Throwing. The Mobile Phone Throwing World
Championships have been celebrated yearly since 2000.
During the last week of August hundreds of people from across
the world gather at the small Finnish town of Savonlinna for
the annual contest. (see www.scandinavica.com/culture/
sports/phonethrowing.htm, retrieved 10 January 2008)
Project-Based Leisure Activities
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players who, after 20 minutes or so, either have to or want to
do something else (Ayres, 2007).
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