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1. Introduction 

Time-use surveys are an essential element of the modern production set-up of official statistics. Several 

statistical offices have conducted time-use surveys quite regularly every ten years or so. The first attempts 

to compare the results across countries were made in the late 1960s. In the 1990s, more serious attention 

was paid to the harmonisation of the contents and data collection methods of time-use surveys in 

European countries. 

Time-use surveys were initially made in well-developed countries. The United States, Great Britain and 

the Soviet Union were among the pioneers. Currently, the interest has been spreading all over the globe.  

More and more developing countries and countries of emerging economies have conducted their own 

surveys during the past decade. 

A short overview of the reasons behind the current interest in time-use surveys is given in Chapter 2 

whereas Chapter 3 presents two topical research areas particularly of global interest. Chapter 4 highlights 

some attempts to harmonise national time-use surveys and their results across countries. Finally, the paper 

discusses some major challenges to the future work. 

 

2.  About the policy and research interest of time-use surveys 

As years have passed, time-use surveys have gradually become sources of basic data for social and 

economic research. One can find a great variety of social and economic studies based on data from them. 

At the same time as time-use surveys have attracted growing interest, they have also become increasingly 

widespread. More and more developing countries and emerging economies have conducted their national 

time-use surveys. Indeed, time-use surveys offer a unique opportunity for studying topics that are 

impossible to examine with other household surveys. 
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The formulation of social policy targets and the monitoring of the results in a great variety of areas have 

benefited from the research on time use. The main objectives of the Harmonised European Time Use 

Survey (HETUS)
1
 give a good overview of the heterogeneity of the current research interests in the 

developed countries. The objectives include the following: 

● Contribution to the improvement of national accounts: particularly provision of data for satellite 

accounts on household production. 

● Contribution to the formulation of working time policies: provision of more reliable and valid data on 

working hours as new forms of work (e.g. telework, distance work) and flexible and individualised 

working schedules get more frequent. 

● Contribution to the formulation of gender and family policies: the relationship between the domestic 

division of labour and women’s increasing participation in the labour force, and problems in the 

reconciliation of the demands of employment and family life, care burden for children, and disabled or 

chronically sick family members and relatives. 

● Contribution to the formulation of policy for senior citizens: particularly by estimating the extent of 

their non-market work and their integration into the activities of daily life. 

● Provision of data on purposes of daily trips and transport modes for common transport policy regarding 

passenger transport and tourism. 

● Provision of evidence on participation in cultural and leisure activities. 

The very same research interests can be seen in most of the national time-use research programmes of the 

developed countries. The United Kingdom is one of the leading countries of the world in the field of time-

use surveys and research. The Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) is the UK’s leading 

agency for research funding and training in economic and social sciences. The research priorities of the 

Council relate to the quality of life and economic well-being in the UK and among its citizens, and it 

favours research with comparative and international perspectives. 

The ESRC Research Centre on Micro-social Change (MISOC) engages in both collection and analysis of 

time-use data. Its research areas include gender and time use, time use and national accounts, time use 

and the life cycle and timing of activities. The MISOC also conducts research into data quality and the 

construction of harmonised datasets that are comparable across countries, or over time. 

The Centre for Time Use Research (CTUR) at the University of Oxford has an ESRC funded research 

programme containing elements of both research methodology and substantive topics. Among the 

methodological topics of the CTUR are innovations in time-use analysis and development of the time-use 

research field over the past 150 years. The substantive topics include time allocation and gender wage 

gap, household accounts, time allocation among couples, and cross-national policy differences and the 

relationship to time use. 

Canada and the USA also have long traditions in time-use surveys and research based on their results. 

 

3.  Two examples of global research interest based on time-use surveys 

From the global perspective, two areas of research based on time-use survey data seem to be the most 

topical ones. These are the measurement of the value of household production and the measurement of 

poverty, including the feminisation of poverty. Both these are closely related to the measurement of 

progress, the theme of this conference. 

                                                      

1 Eurostat (2000) 
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Measuring value of household production 

The international recommendation of the System of National Accounts from 1993 encouraged first time 

countries to measure the value of non-market household production in the form of satellite accounts. 

Since the adoption of the SNA93, a growing number of countries have produced trial calculations based 

on methods developed within the international statistical community. Eurostat  published its proposal of 

methodological guidelines for household satellite accounts in 2003
2
. Also the OECD has worked actively 

to develop methods and guidelines for measuring non-market activities.  

Household Satellite Accounts (HSA) aim to make visible the non-market production of households, which 

is only partially covered in national accounts. The HSAs measure and describe the value of the goods and 

services produced by households for their own final consumption, and they enable the calculation of 

extended national accounts that include both core accounts and household production. Time-use data 

form the basis for the calculation of the HSAs. The division of household activities into market and non-

market production, and other activities is usually based on time-use data. 

The HSAs enable research into e.g. long-term impacts from changes in consumer behaviour on economic 

development and on business cycles. Information from the HSAs can improve our understanding of the 

labour market, for instance, the effects from women’s growing labour force participation. The HSAs also 

play an important role in comparisons of output levels between different economies. 

An article Accounting for Household Production: A Prototype Satellite Account Using the American Time 

Use Survey, by J. Steven Landefeld, Barbara M. Fraumeni and Cindy M. Vojtech, was published in June 

2009. In addition to constructing HSAs for the USA by different methods, the research team also 

suggested some interesting topics for further studies in this field. They concluded that in addition to 

enabling calculations of household production accounts, the comprehensive micro sets of time-use data 

provide good opportunities for measuring time use and its impacts on a number of important economic 

areas, such as analysis of consumer demand for diverse products ranging from consumer durables to 

healthcare. 

The team also notes the possibilities to widen the scope of the satellite accounts to include topics like 

satellite input-output accounts for household production, independent measurement of the inputs and 

outputs of household production, cyclical impacts of household production, as well as its impact on 

poverty
3
. 

The thoughts of the American researchers are well in line with the recent report by the Commission on the 

Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress. The Commission, led by Nobel Prize 

Winners and Professors Joseph E. Stiglitz and Amartya Sen, came to the conclusion that in order to draw 

a more comprehensive picture of people’s quality of life and social well-being, national accounts should 

focus more on the household sector as a whole. The Commission concluded that the production of a better 

picture of the population’s well-being would require investing into regularly conducted time-use surveys. 

In addition, the Commission emphasised that the time-use surveys should be comparable both over years 

and across countries. 

 

Poverty and time use 

                                                      

2 Eurostat (2003) 
3 Landefeld et al (2009) 
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Time-use surveys provide extremely useful data for a sophisticated analysis of poverty and especially the 

gender aspects of it. More and more developing countries have conducted time-use surveys during the last 

decade or so. Nationally representative surveys have been carried out in India, Nepal, Benin, Nigeria, 

South Africa, Madagascar and Mauritius. In some countries, like Ghana, Guinea, Malawi, Mauritania and 

Sierra Leone, time-use modules have been added to Living Standards Measurement Surveys. 

It is widely recognised that low income/consumption is only one of the multiple dimensions of poverty. 

The other dimensions include, for instance, low capabilities, vulnerability, exclusion and marginalisation. 

In recent research, the time-use dimension has been added to these to increase our understanding of 

poverty. 

In 2006, the World Bank published a working paper entitled Gender, Time Use, and Poverty in Sub-

Saharan Africa, edited by C. Mark Blackden and Quentin Wodon. The publication focuses on a critical 

dimension of poverty in Sub-Saharan Africa, namely time poverty. The paper Understanding Poverty. 

Insights Emerging from Time Use of the Poor, written by the Indian researcher, Prof Indira Hirway, also 

gives an interesting picture of the possibilities of enhancing our understanding of poverty through time-

use surveys. 

Prof Hirway sees in the time dimension of poverty two main components, namely unfavourable allocation 

of time of the poor and time stress (time poverty) of the poor. Conceptually, time poverty can be 

understood as the fact that some individuals do not have enough time for rest and leisure after taking into 

account the time spent on paid or unpaid productive activities, such as fetching water and wood. 
4
 

According to several studies, time poverty is higher among women than men in the developing countries. 

Time-use data allow a view into the intra-household dimension of poverty and an analysis of the topical 

issue of feminisation of poverty. 

Data from the Indian time-use survey, and especially those concerning the poorest people indicate that the 

time use of the poor tends to reinforce the poverty of the poor. Prof Hirway shows that unfavourable 

allocation of time by the poor creates constraints for them for getting out of poverty. The longer time 

spent on unpaid work also means less time available for developing capabilities in terms of education and 

skills. The burden of unpaid work on poor households will tend to reduce the development of human 

capabilities also in the next generation, thus the poverty is likely to be carried forward to the next 

generation. 

Prof Hirway concludes: “Income poverty and time use of the poor (including time stress) are likely to 

reinforce each other, forming a vicious circle of poverty. The poor, with their adverse time use and time 

stress, are likely to acquire low capabilities and low productivity, which in turn is likely to trap them into 

poverty.”
5
 

Researchers have been able to analyse the main features of poverty in a number of the least developed 

countries with the help of time-use surveys. The report of the World Bank considers the research on time 

poverty very valuable also in terms of practical policy implications. This kind of research can help to 

analyse the African countries’ possibilities and constraints to reach the Millennium Development Goals. 

Results from time-use surveys could shed light on potential areas of intervention for poverty reduction 

and could also be used to formulate more practical measures and strategies. As concluded in the World 

Bank report, the time poverty approach opens up new horizons for policy purposes
6
.  

 

                                                      

4 World Bank (2006) 
5 Hirway (2008) 
6 World Bank (2006) 
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4.  Some initiatives to harmonise time-use survey methods 

Time-use studies were carried out only sporadically until the late 1960s, when the Multinational 

Comparative Time-Budget Research Project, a comparative time budget study was carried out in cities in 

12 countries.
7
 The Project did pioneering work in developing methods for gathering and analysing data 

applicable to comparative time-use studies. 

In the early 1980s, Professor Jonathan Gershuny, then working at the University of Bath with Sally Jones, 

started to build up the Multinational Time Use Study (MTUS) database. Currently, the database, 

maintained by the Centre for Time Use Research of the University of Essex, consists of around 60 

datasets from 22 countries. Work to incorporate recent data from European, American and other national 

time-use survey results is ongoing. Being a rich source for social and economic research, the MTUS also 

has a major impact on the harmonisation of the contents of the different datasets. The database is widely 

used by researchers all over the globe. 

In the early 1990s European statisticians recognised the need for increased comparability across national 

time-use surveys. A survey design was developed based on a detailed analysis of the national time-use 

surveys carried out in the EU and EFTA countries. During the harmonisation work, comments were taken 

into account from international organisations and time-use researchers around the globe. Relevant policy 

partners from the EU Commission were also consulted during the work. Pilot surveys were made in a 

number of European countries to test the survey. The report of this pilot consisted results of dozen 

participating countries. The first version of Guidelines on Harmonised European Time Use Surveys 

(HETUS) were published in 2000 for the first wave of surveys and they were updated in 2008 for the 

second, ongoing wave. Financed by Eurostat, Statistics Finland and Statistics Sweden produced a user-

friendly - free of charge - web data base including data from 15 European countries.  

Beyond Europe, efforts to harmonise time-use survey methods have, however, been rather weak. Some 

information, however, is available on websites for time-use surveys established by the UNSD and the 

UNECE Statistics Division.  

The UNSD website includes information on the methodological profiles of national time-use surveys 

from 62 countries. It also contains the Guide to Producing Statistics on Time Use: Measuring Paid and 

Unpaid Work and the Trial International Classification of Activities for Time-Use Statistics (ICATUS). 

An interesting article on the Trial International Classification of Activities For Time-Use Statistics, 

written in 1998 by Grace Bediako and Joann Vanek of the UNSD and published on the UNECE website, 

explains the work on the ICATUS in detail. The main principles of the proposed classification are to 

provide a structure consistent with the conceptual framework of the SNA and to ensure comparability 

with other existing time-use classifications. 

The article discusses the need for a classification that would serve the production of time-use surveys in 

both developing and developed countries. The work on the finalising of the ICATUS classification has 

not progressed, maybe due to the criticisms presented according to which ICATUS is seen as far too 

detailed. 

 

5.  Some future challenges 

As first sight, it is quite striking that there are actually no international methodological recommendations 

or guidelines on time-use surveys considering how common such surveys are today and how important 

their results are for comparative research. 

                                                      

7 Szalai A. (1972) 
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Unlike many other basic statistics, harmonised time-use data are not usually available from international 

statistical organisations. Apart from Europe, the harmonisation of time-use surveys has been left to 

research institutions. Because time-use survey methods have not been harmonised at the global level, 

nationally produced data cannot be used for comparative studies unless they are accompanied by metada 

with a precise description of the nationally applied methodology. The MTUS represents pioneering work 

in this, although harmonisation of national time-use surveys in MTUS is done in the post-survey phase. 

Actually, the HETUS is currently the most important multi-national time-use survey which is harmonised 

ex-ante.  

In June this year the OECD published an interesting comparative study, Special Focus: Measuring 

Leisure in OECD Countries, as one Chapter in its publication Society at a Glance 2009. The study 

examined time-use survey data from 18 member states, most of them belonging to the world’s richest 

countries. It also included an Annex describing the source data i.e. the time-use surveys conducted in 

these member states and a summary of the most important dimensions in which the time-use surveys 

differed among them. The main differences listed by the OECD arise from: sample design, activity 

classification, number of diary days, period over which the survey is conducted, recording of secondary 

activities and recording of activities by spouses. All these factors have an impact on the usability of the 

data for any comparative research. 

International harmonisation of time-use surveys is made difficult by the multitude of types of research the 

results from them can, and are expected to, serve. The question is whether the most important areas of 

research should and could be prioritised and whether the harmonisation could then be built on this kind of 

consensus. 

To what extent the harmonisation of time-use surveys should take into consideration differences between 

developed and developing countries is also still an open question. It is true that there are a lot of 

differences in the basic infrastructure of developed and developing countries - such as illiteracy rate - 

which do have a great impact on the methods of time-use surveys. Now that the survey has been 

conducted at least at a small scale in a growing number of developing countries we may have gathered 

enough experience to tackle even this question and to find an appropriate way to continue the global 

methodological work.  

Time-use surveys are becoming more and more important basic data sources for extremely useful 

economic and social statistics and research at the global level. The time might be ripe to start discussing 

whether some international statistical guidelines could be drawn up for time-use surveys. The Guidelines 

on Harmonised European Time Use Surveys and the past work of the UNSD on the time-use 

classification together with countries’ own experiences might provide a good basis for this global work. 

Time-use surveys are very expensive and even the richest countries cannot afford to conduct them very 

frequently. There are even more financial and practical problems when we look at the developing 

countries’ possibilities to continue and widen time-use surveys. International statistical organisations have 

also not been able to allocate and mobilise resources for the harmonisation work or for the drafting of 

consistent recommendations or providing the countries with useful guidelines. How these resource 

constraints can be solved, remains an open question in the world with decreasing public sector budgets 

and with a lack of adequate funding of the National Statistical Institutes.  
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