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Summary 
 The present document provides information on the outcome of the in-depth review 
on time use surveys carried out by the Bureau of the Conference of European Statisticians 
in November 2010.  

 The Bureau of the Conference of European Statisticians reviews each year selected 
statistical areas in depth, with the aim to improve coordination of statistical activities in the 
region of the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe. The review focuses on 
strategic issues and highlights concerns of statistical offices of both a conceptual and a 
coordinating nature. The review on time use surveys benefited from the discussion of this 
topic at the plenary session of the Conference of European Statisticians in June 2010. 
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 I. Introduction 

1. The Bureau of the Conference of European Statisticians (CES) reviews each year 
selected statistical areas in depth. The purpose of the reviews is to improve coordination of 
statistical activities in the region of the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe 
(UNECE), identify gaps or duplication of work, and address emerging issues. The review 
focuses on strategic issues and highlights concerns of statistical offices of both conceptual 
and coordinating nature. 

2. In October 2008, the Bureau decided that it would be useful to discuss selected in-
depth review topics at the CES plenary session to obtain input from all CES members. The 
topic of time use surveys was considered at the CES 2010 plenary session. 

3. The paper by Germany entitled “In-depth review of time use surveys in different 
countries” provided the basis for the in-depth review. It was first presented at the 2010 CES 
plenary session1. Considering the discussion at the plenary, a slightly revised version was 
presented at the November 2010 meeting of the Bureau2. The Bureau also considered 
written comments on the paper by countries and international organisations3, and the 
proposed terms of reference for a task force on time use surveys4. The above mentioned 
documents are available at the following website:  

http://www.unece.org/stats/documents/2010.11.bureau.htm. 

 II. Conclusions and recommendations of the in-depth review 
paper 

4. The in-depth review paper described the purpose of time use surveys, analyzed the 
practice with these surveys in Germany, Finland and the United States, and provided an 
overview of international activities in this area. It also addressed the issues and challenges 
that had come up in developing and implementing the concepts of time use surveys 
internationally. 

5. The paper concluded by proposing the following issues to the CES Bureau for 
consideration as a follow-up to the in-depth review of time use surveys: 

 (a) Sufficiency of the existing guidelines and harmonized classifications for 
meeting new challenges such as the recommendations of the Stiglitz-Sen-Fitoussi 
Commission or the calculation of unpaid work for Household Satellite Accounts; 

 (b) Given the ten-year interval of time use surveys, the Finnish pilot project with 
a light version of the diary to should be considered for collecting time use data between the 
full scale surveys; 

 (c) Longitudinal data are required to answer several policy questions. The 
possibility of a panel time use survey should therefore be considered; 

 (d) Since the previous round of time use surveys, new methods and instruments 
have been developed for the collection of time use data. Therefore, it has to be discussed 

  
 1  ECE/CES/2010/25 
 2  ECE/CES/BUR/2010/NOV/2 
 3  ECE/CES/BUR/2010/NOV/2/Add.1 and Add.3 
 4  ECE/CES/BUR/2010/NOV/2/Add.2 
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how these new sampling tools based on mobile devices using internet, cell phones, and e-
mail can be incorporated in the next round of surveys.  

6. In addition, the paper proposed to discuss the following issues: 

 (a) How to deal with low response rates? 

 (b) How to improve the comparability of results between different countries and 
within a country? 

 (c) How to improve the coding? What has to be coded? How to review the coded 
activities? How to deal with the increasing multiculturalism in the national states? How to 
include the activities of members of a different culture?  

 (d) How to train interviewers? 

 (e) How to include people with low literacy or people who do not know the 
survey language? 

 (f) How to include the use of new technologies? 

 (g) How to raise the funds required for implementing new time use surveys? 

7. It was noted in the paper that for the implementation of time use surveys at the 
international level, recommendations similar to the Economic and Social Council 
Resolution 2005/13 on the 2010 World Population and Housing Census Programme would 
be helpful. It was recommended to the CES Bureau to set up an international expert group 
that bases its work on the issues raised in the paper and the opinions expressed at the 2010 
CES plenary session. 

 III. Comments by countries and organizations on the in-depth 
review paper 

8. At its 2010 plenary session, CES invited countries and international organizations to 
provide input to the in-depth discussion on time use surveys. The following twenty-two 
countries and organizations replied to the request: Azerbaijan, Belarus, Bulgaria, Brazil, 
Canada, Czech Republic, Finland, France, Hungary, Japan, Latvia, New Zealand, Norway, 
Portugal, Romania, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Turkey, United States, Eurostat, and the 
Organization of Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD). The secretariat 
summarized them for the meeting. 

9. The comments addressed many specific issues as well as general concerns. Below 
are some conclusions that could be drawn:  

 (a) Many countries are interested to exchange experience and to obtain more 
information on carrying out time use surveys; 

 (b) The need for common guidelines that go beyond the European Union and 
compilations of best practices were highlighted. In some cases, the lack of harmonised 
methodologies and guidelines is considered as an impediment to carrying out the survey; 

 (c) Support was expressed to setting up an expert group or task force, as 
proposed in the in-depth review paper. Several countries indicated interest to participate in 
its work; 

 (d) It would be useful to extend the review of time use surveys to more countries 
in the region (the in-depth review paper looked at Germany, Finland and the United States); 

 (e) Objectives and purpose of time use surveys vary across countries. Examples 
of good practices in using the data of time use surveys, in particular for policymaking, 
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would be valuable for advocating for this complex and resource demanding survey and for 
ensuring efficient use of its results; 

 (f) Different classifications of time use are used in different world regions 
(HETUS – Harmonised European Time Use Survey, ICATUS – United Nations Trial 
International Classification of Activities for Time Use Statistics, CAUTAL – Classification 
of Time-Use Activities for Latin America and the Caribbean, and the Australian 
classification). It would be helpful to move towards a common classification system. 

 IV. Summary of the Bureau discussion 

10. The following points were raised in the discussion: 

 (a) There is an increasing demand for time use surveys for the follow-up to the 
Stiglitz Commission report and for measuring quality of life, well-being, non-market work 
and gender equality; 

 (b) In view of the need to make the surveys more cost effective, new efficient 
ways have to be found for conducting them, such as the use of a light version of the time 
use survey. Currently, many countries cannot undertake the survey because of its high cost; 

 (c) The frequency of undertaking a time use survey once in ten years is not 
sufficient to meet the policy needs for such data; 

 (d) Statisticians should also look for alternative ways to collect some of the data 
obtained through time use surveys, for example, including a diary as part of another 
household survey or using other surveys on employment and family life; 

 (e)  It is important to harmonise time use surveys and to move towards a 
common classification of time use activities. Insufficient harmonisation significantly 
reduces the value for money of this expensive and complicated survey; 

 (f) Sometimes the data are not used to their full potential. It would be necessary 
to share good practices in communicating the results of time use surveys and promote their 
use; 

 (g) Countries of Eastern Europe, Caucasus and Central Asia have a lot of 
experience in running time use surveys. The Interstate Statistical Committee of the 
Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS-Stat) expressed interest in participating in 
future work on this topic. 

 V. Conclusions of the in-depth review 

11. The Bureau approved the terms of reference of the UNECE Task Force on Time Use 
Surveys. It stressed the need for the Task Force to take into account the on-going work of 
the European Union Sponsorship Group on Measuring Progress, Well-being and 
Sustainable Development and asked this to be specifically mentioned in the terms of 
reference. 

 VI. Follow-up action 

12. The UNECE Task Force on Time Use Surveys started its work with the overall 
objective of compiling best practices and preparing guidelines for harmonising time use 
surveys. These should help countries in carrying out time use surveys and improve 
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international comparability of their results. The final report is scheduled for the end of 
2012. 

13. The Task Force is composed of representatives of the following countries and 
organizations: Australia (chair), Azerbaijan, Canada, Finland, France, Hungary, Japan, New 
Zealand, Norway, Romania, Sweden, Turkey, United States, CIS-Stat, Eurostat, OECD, 
and the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean. 
Secretariat is provided by UNECE. 

    


