
americans have plenty of time: 24
hours a day. How to spend it?

The average American sleeps 8.6
hours. Workers spend a third of the
day on the job. The No. 3 activity, af-
ter sleep and work, is watching TV.

Consumers spend half their leisure
time—and effectively 11% of their
lives—in front of the tube. That’s
strong evidence of the commanding
role TV plays in the lives of consumers
even as the ad industry debates the fu-
ture of the 30-second spot and the issue
of slipping broadcast ratings.

The facts come from the American
Time Use Survey, the government’s
first comprehensive time study. The
survey, offering detailed data on how
different demographic groups spend
their days, puts hard numbers behind
common assumptions. Women spend
four times as much time on house-
work (an hour a day) as men do. Em-
ployed men on average put in an hour
more at work (eight hours) than em-
ployed women (seven hours).

Adults in households without
children have more leisure time (5.6
hours) than homes with children (4.2
hours). One not-so-shocking finding:
Working moms with young kids
have the least leisure time of any
adults (a bit more than three hours). 

“A lot of the data weren’t surpris-
ing,” said Diane Herz, a division chief
at the Bureau of Labor Statistics, the
survey’s sponsor. Dig deeper,
though, and the findings become
more intriguing.

Reading, for example, relates di-
rectly to age: The older you are, the
more time you allocate to reading for
personal interest (books, magazines,
newspapers). Teens spend just seven
minutes a day on reading (not includ-
ing homework or time on the Inter-
net); people age 20 to 34 read for 10
minutes. The 45-to-54 demo reads
for nearly twice as long (19 minutes).
The biggest demo for reading? Age
75-plus—a contingent with more
leisure time (nearly eight hours) than
any other age group and plenty of
time to read (72 minutes).

The survey was based on inter-
views in 2003 with about 21,000 peo-
ple age 15 and older. The Bureau of
Labor Statistics published initial find-
ings last fall and continues to analyze
and release more detailed data. It will
issue annual updates starting later
this year to show how use of time
changes over time.

The survey has limitations. Ms.
Herz said the government hasn’t
found a good way to track multitask-

ing—cooking while watching TV, for
example—and so it asks consumers
to identify their primary activity. The
survey also lacks deep Internet data.

Ms. Herz said the Bureau of Labor
Statistics designed the ongoing survey
so new questions could be added. She
said it will consider questions from pri-
vate enterprise if companies or indus-
try groups can find at least one govern-

ment agency to sponsor and submit
proposals (atusinfo@bls.gov).

A look at some areas where Amer-
icans spend their time:

LEISURE
The old and young have the most
leisure time. People age 35 to 44 have
the least free time—and, not coinci-
dentally, spend the most time taking
care of kids.

Leisure time depends on such fac-
tors as age, work, education and chil-
dren in the household, but Ms. Herz
noted that consumers across demo
groups tend to spend roughly half
their free time watching TV (see “Off

the Charts”).
Still, actual hours in front of the

tube vary considerably. College-edu-
cated workers spend 1.4 hours a
day—6% of their 24 hours—watch-
ing TV. Consumers with a high-
school diploma but no job spend four
hours a day—17% of their exis-
tence—watching the small screen.

Americans tend to do less physical
activity—exercise and sports—as
they get older. Teens are active 40 min-
utes a day; people from age 35 on
spend 15 minutes or less being active.
Consumers with bachelor’s degrees or
higher tend to do more. 

SHOPPING
First, the bad news for marketers: On
an average day, only four in 10
Americans buy something. Now the
better news: Americans on average
spend 24 minutes a day shopping; 20
minutes on a weekday; 27 minutes on
Sunday; and 42 minutes on Saturday.
(The results raise the question as to
why many retailers are fixated on
Sunday newspapers, arriving after
the big shopping day.)

Women on an average day spend
50% more time shopping than do
men. This partly reflects that women
are more frequent shoppers. On days
when men do shop, the time they
spend isn’t that different from
women.

Shopping time has a decided ed-
ucation skew. College-educated
consumers spend more time shop-
ping than high-school graduates,
who spend more time than those
without a diploma. This skew prob-
ably reflects that college graduates
typically have more disposable in-
come.

WORK
The study proved out the work-at-
home trend: Nearly one in five people
does some or all of their work at home.

The more education consumers
have, the more likely they are to
work at home. Just 9% of workers
without high-school diplomas and
13% of those with diplomas report-
ed working from home; nearly a
third of college graduates did their
jobs from home.

SLEEP
Sleep is Americans’ favorite use of
time. Americans spend an average of
8.6 hours a day sleeping—8.3 on
weekdays, 9.0 on Saturday and 9.6 on
Sunday. Women generally sleep a
few minutes longer than men—ex-
cept for teens, where the boys out
sleep the girls.

Teens age 15 to 19 rule the roost
on sleep at an average 9.4 hours a
day, beating the runners-up—the
75-plus crowd—by more than 20
minutes a day.

Day in the life: How consumers
divvy up all the time they have
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Working and sleeping
take up the most hours;
the tube comes in third
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How the average American spends a 24-hour day.

HOURS PER DAY HOURS PER DAY FOR 
FOR U.S. POPULATION1 PEOPLE REPORTING ACTIVITY2

WKENDS/
TOTAL MEN WOMEN TOTAL WKDAYS HOLIDAYS

PERSONAL CARE 9.34 9.13 9.54 9.34 9.05 10.04

Sleeping 8.57 8.48 8.65 8.58 8.27 9.31

EATING AND DRINKING 1.21 1.24 1.18 1.32 1.26 1.47

HOUSEHOLD ACTIVITIES 1.83 1.33 2.30 2.50 2.31 2.92

Housework 0.62 0.23 0.98 1.64 1.56 1.80

Food preparation 0.53 0.25 0.79 1.05 1.00 1.17

and cleanup

PURCHASING GOODS 0.81 0.68 0.94 1.77 1.66 2.01

AND SERVICES

Consumer goods purchases 0.40 0.32 0.48 0.97 0.84 1.25

CARING FOR AND HELPING 0.55 0.34 0.75 2.07 2.08 2.03

HOUSEHOLD MEMBERS

CARING FOR AND HELPING 0.29 0.26 0.31 1.82 1.81 1.85

NON-HOUSEHOLD MEMBERS

WORKING AND  3.69 4.57 2.87 8.02 8.38 5.89

WORK-RELATED ACTIVITIES

EDUCATIONAL ACTIVITIES 0.47 0.45 0.50 5.68 6.20 3.09

Homework and research 0.14 0.12 0.15 2.50 2.41 2.82

ORGANIZATIONAL, CIVIC 0.32 0.29 0.35 2.43 2.11 2.85

AND RELIGIOUS ACTIVITIES

Religious and 0.14 0.12 0.16 1.75 1.20 2.14

spiritual activities

Volunteering (organizational 0.14 0.13 0.14 2.17 2.13 2.26

and civic activities)

LEISURE AND SPORTS 5.11 5.41 4.83 5.33 4.80 6.54

Watching TV 2.57 2.75 2.41 3.27 3.04 3.79

Participating in sports,  0.30 0.39 0.21 1.69 1.48 2.22

exercise and recreation

PHONE CALLS; PERSONAL 0.19 0.13 0.24 0.74 0.72 0.80

MAIL AND E-MAIL

OTHER ACTIVITIES, 0.19 0.18 0.20 1.47 1.41 1.59

NOT ELSEWHERE CLASSIFIED

For people age 15+. Activities shown are those that respondents identified as their main activity.  

1. Low numbers for some activities reflect that many Americans don't do that activity on an average day.  For example, 

Americans on an average day, including workers and non-workers (such as retirees) and weekdays and weekends, spend under

four hours at work. 

2. Survey asked people to report time on a specific day. These columns show average hours spent by people who participated in a

given activity on that day. The average worker worked about eight hours.

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics' 2003 American Time Use Survey

More info: bls.gov/tus

WATCH, READ, SHOP  
College graduates watch less TV and spend more time reading
and shopping. Teens spend just seven minutes a day reading for
personal interest—not including homework (35 minutes) and
PC/Internet leisure use (17 minutes).
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LEISURE TV AS % OF
DEMOGRAPHIC HRS PER DAY LEISURE TIME
TOTAL POPULATION 

Total population1 5.11 50%

Total men 5.41 51%

Total women 4.83 50%

EDUCATION/WORK

Less  than high school 6.07 51%
education 

High school diploma 5.37 55%

Bachelor's degree or higher 4.30 44%

Bachelor's or higher, 2.98 48%
age 25+, employed full time2

High school diploma, 3.18 58%
age 25+, employed full time 

AGE

15-193 5.78 40%

20-243 5.10 42%

25-34 4.30 50%

35-44 4.20 52%

45-54 4.67 52%

55-64 5.27 53%

65+ 7.16 54%

1. Age 15+ 2. Worked on day when time was tracked.  3. Consumers

age 15-24 devote a smaller share of leisure time to TV and more to

activities such as computers and sports. But they have more leisure

time than do most adults, so they watch about as many hours of TV

as the average consumer.

Source: Ad Age analysis of Bureau of Labor Statistics data

No matter how much or little
leisure time a consumer has,
roughly half of it will be spent in
front of the TV.

1. Time spent shopping for consumer goods  2. Age 15+.

3. Consumers age 15-24 devote a smaller share of leisure time to TV and more to activities such as computers and sports. But they

have more leisure time than most older adults, so they watch about as many hours of TV as the average consumer.

More info: bls.gov/tus 

Source: Bureau of Labor Statistics' 2003 American Time Use Survey
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■ GO ONLINE 
Go to AdAge.com QwikFIND aaq37m
for more American Demographics
and downloadable 
spreadsheets on how 
consumers spend their time. 




