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What is the American Time Use 

Survey (ATUS)?

 Continuous survey, 2003 to present

 Sample is drawn from households that 

completed U.S. labor force survey

 One person per selected household completes 

a one-time, one-day diary for an assigned day 

of week

 Collected via phone (CATI)
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ATUS Lexicon

 Activity lexicon is designed to capture work 

activities, both paid and unpaid

 ATUS Activity lexicon has 17 major activity 

categories
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17 major activity categories

01 Personal Care

02 Household Activities

03 Caring for and helping household members

04 Caring for and helping nonhousehold members

05 Work and Work-Related Activities

06 Education

07 Consumer Purchases

08 Professional and Personal Care Services
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17 major activity categories
09 Household Services

10 Government Services and Civic Obligations

11 Eating and Drinking

12 Socializing, Relaxing, and Leisure

13 Sports, Exercise, and Recreation

14 Religious and Spiritual Activities

15 Volunteer Activities

16 Telephone Calls

17 Traveling
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3 levels of activity detail in lexicon
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To collect codable activities, 

interviewers:

 Use conversational interviewing

 Use probing questions

 Ask summary questions about diary activities



8 — U.S. BUREAU OF LABOR STATISTICS • bls.gov8 — U.S. BUREAU OF LABOR STATISTICS • bls.gov

Conversational interviewing
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Interviewers ask questions to collect 

codable activities

 To identify a purpose

 To clarify vague activities

 To collect more detail

 To identify work, income-generating, and 

volunteer activities
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Probing questions
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Use of probes
Respondent: “I was attending a meeting.”

Interviewer: “Were you attending the meeting 

mainly for a class, for work, for personal interest, 

for volunteering or something else?”

Respondent: “It was a neighborhood association 

meeting—I attended it out of personal interest.”

Interviewer records:  
“Attending meeting (personal interest)”

Activity coded as:
Attending meetings for personal interest, 120202
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Attending a meeting

Can be coded in many places:

 05 Work and Work-related activity

 06 Educational activity

 08 Professional and Personal Care Services

 09 Household Services

 12 Leisure activity

 15 Volunteer activity

 or other categories
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Summary questions about diary 

activities

Ask questions to clearly identify:

 Work done for main job

 Work done for other job (if respondent has 

more than one job)

 Income-generating activities

 Volunteer activities



14 — U.S. BUREAU OF LABOR STATISTICS • bls.gov14 — U.S. BUREAU OF LABOR STATISTICS • bls.gov

Summary question:  

Work done for main job

Interviewer:  

 “We are interested in measuring the amount of 

time people spend working both inside and 

outside their usual workplace. Were there any 

activities that were done as part of your main 

job? Please do not include getting ready for 

work or commuting.”
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“Were there any activities that were 

done as part of your main job?”
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Summary question:  

Work done for other job
“Were there any activities that were done as part 

of your other job?”
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Summary question:  

Income-generating activities

 “You told me about the activities that were 

done as part of your job(s). Were there any 

other activities that you were paid for or will be 

paid for? Please do not include paid breaks at 

work or paid time off.”
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“Were there any activities you were 

paid for or will be paid for?”
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Summary question:  

Volunteer activities

 “Now I’d like to ask you about volunteer 

activities, that is, activities for which people are 

not paid, except perhaps expenses. Yesterday, 

did you do any volunteer activities for or 

through an organization?”

 If yes:  “Which of the activities that you told me 

about were volunteer activities?”
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“Which of the activities that you told 

me about were volunteer activities?”
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Information used to assign codes

 Activity recorded in diary

 Responses to summary questions 

 Household composition

 Employment information about respondent

 Diary context, who was present, where the 

activity took place

 Interviewer notes



22 — U.S. BUREAU OF LABOR STATISTICS • bls.gov22 — U.S. BUREAU OF LABOR STATISTICS • bls.gov

Mapping ATUS to ICATUS 2016

 ATUS lexicon seemed to map fairly well to 

ICATUS 2016

 Used class of worker variable to identify 

employment in corporations, government, 

and non-profit institutions
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Mapping ATUS to ICATUS 2016

 Used activity detail plus respondent’s class of 

worker variable, TEI1COW:
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