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Prepared for Andy Harvey´s IATUR birthday bash and induction into seniorhood. While having known and 
enjoyed Andy’s warm company over the years, our most serious (and successful) collaborative time efforts has 
been in the pursuit of the proper pints in the evening hours. 
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Abstract 
Media and other accounts of life after retirement suggest it to be “The Golden Years” of life, when the elderly 
have true leisure in the classic sense of freedom from responsibilities of work. However, like earlier time-diary 
studies, data from the 2003-07 Americans Time Use Project (ATUS) indicate that the great majority of seniors’ 
extra 20+ hours of free time is concentrated on three activities – TV, reading and rest. Only a few more hours are 
spent on sleep. Despite reports of increased work time among seniors, relatively few of those in Andy’s new age 
bracket remain in the labor force and they work fewer hours. 
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Time is an essential resource for seniors in modern life, particularly since they have so much 
of it. Indeed, most of them meet the classical definition of leisure of Greek philosophers, 
namely freedom from the necessity of work. Thus, they should expect to have maximal free-
dom in choosing how they spend their time. In other words, examining time-use patterns 
among the elderly should provide clearer insights into their underlying values and attitudes 
toward life. 

1 Measuring people’s time-use – Estimates vs. 
diaries 

There are two basic types of US data sources from which to infer patterns and trends in how 
time is spent: time estimates and time diaries (Robinson and Godbey, 1999). Reliance here is 
on the more elaborate and comprehensive technique of the time diary, because with diaries, 
we can assess all daily activities—not merely individual work or free-time activities (Robin-
son, 1985). Having equivalent measures for younger adults of working age from the Ameri-
can Time-Use Survey (ATUS) at www.bls.gov further allows one to see how daily life 
changes for people who retire – as shown below. 

However, there are alternative series of time-estimate questions. These estimates have the 
advantages over time diaries of 1) extending back earlier in historical decades, 2) having lar-
ger sample sizes and 3) covering specialized or more detailed activities. 

1.1 BLS work estimates 

The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) has the oldest time series of relevant data on employ-
ment status and work hours, some dating back 100 years or more. Figure 1 shows decennial 
trends in employment status since 1960. It documents the steady increases in percent em-
ployed for women (from 42.5% in 1960 to 71.5% today for those aged 35-54, and from 34% 
in 1960 to 54.5% today for those aged 55-64). In contrast, one sees the steady declines for 
men (from 91% in 1960 to 84% today for those 35-54, and from 79% in 1960 to 66% today 
for those aged 55-64).  

The contrasts for those past the nominal retirement age of 65 can be seen to be quite different, 
however. Thus for senior men, there is the decrease from 29% employment in 1960 to 19% 
today, but for senior women, there is no change – 10% in both 1960 and today. Thus, senior 
women are not taking part in gender work revolution of younger women, with their rate of 
being employed only half of that of senior men. Moreover, even those senior women who do 
work put in less than half the work-time (3 weekly hours) of senior employed men (7 hours). 
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Figure 1 
Changes in proportions working at a paid job by age – 1960-2006  

Women

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
06

Year

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 W

or
ki

ng

35-54
55-64
65+

Men

0
10
20
30
40
50
60
70
80
90

100

19
60

19
70

19
80

19
90

20
00

20
06

Year

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 W

or
ki

ng

35-54
55-64
65+

 
Source: Timetables www.webuse.umd.edu from BLS/US Census Data. 

1.2 GSS free-time activities 

The US General Social Survey (GSS) of the University of Chicago has been asking different 
activity estimate questions about participation in 8 free-time activities since 1972. In the area 
of socializing, the GSS data show slight increases among seniors in visits with friends and 
with relatives, but decreasing visits with neighbors and at bars – trends that mirror historical 
trends for adults under age 65. At the same time, GSS-estimated participation in all four of 
these forms of socializing activity do decline as seniors get older. However, by far the greatest 
GSS declines with age are found for sexual activity – from 36 annual occasions for those 55-
64 to 18 occasions for those 65-74 and 6 occasions for those 75 and older; overall occasions 
of sex for seniors, however, have not declined since 1989.  

Unlike the declining GSS participation trends in attending religious services for younger 
adults, senior church attendance has remained fairly steady over the last 35 years. However, 
religious attendance does also decline with age, particularly as seniors reach their mid-80s. 
Similarly, reading newspapers has not declined for seniors over time (as it dramatically has 
for younger adults), but does decline for seniors in their 80s. 

In contrast, estimated TV viewing among seniors has increased slightly since the 1970s, and 
viewing is one activity that does increase with age into one’s 80s. (More detailed and insight-
ful data on TV viewing come from the time-diary data reviewed in Table 1 and related text 
below). 

2 Time-diary studies 
In time-diary accounts that Andy helped pioneer, respondents are not asked to estimate or to 
make complex, vague and changing calculations, but to simply recall their activities sequen-
tially for a specific period, usually the previous day. In that way, it becomes possible not only 

http://www.webuse.umd.edu/
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to reduce the respondents’ recall period and reporting task, but to cover all daily activity and 
to ensure that the resulting account respects the “zero-sum” property of time -- in that the ac-
tivities total to exactly 24 hours a day. In other words, if time on paid work decreases, then, it 
must be “zeroed out” by increases in time spent on other activities. Considerable evidence 
supports the basic reliability and validity of such diary data (Robinson and Godbey 1999; 
Juster and Stafford 1985; Gershuny, 2000). That is the various diary accounts are consistent 
with each other and with other ways of collecting time data (like observation or “beeper” 
studies). 

2.1 Diary availability 

Seniors were not included in the first US national diary study in 1965, but they were included 
in the subsequent US diary studies in 1975, 1985 and 1992-95. However, the number of sen-
iors in these smaller samples was notably lower than for the 2003-07 data collections for the 
most recent BLS diary survey, in which more than 8000 seniors were interviewed – the data 
from which are shown in Table 1. 

2.2 Diary patterns and trends 

Table 1 shows the activity times of men and women age 65+ in comparison to those two 
younger age groups: those aged 55-64 and those aged 35-54. The age 55-64 group may be 
seen as a transition age group, involved in “anticipatory socialization’ for retirement, in that 
they generally bridge differences between those 35-54 and those age 65+ in anticipation of the 
activity changes that take place after retirement. 

First, as in Figure 1, we see the dramatic decline in senior’s paid work time and its related 
commute by 6-10 hours per week for those aged 55-64, one that will drop another 15-20 
hours after age 64. These drops are mainly offset by increases of 4-5 hours of housework, 4-5 
hours of sleep, 11 hours of TV, 5 hours of reading, 1 hour of hobbies and about 3 hours of 
relaxation. Activities that show smaller increases are eating and grooming, with an expected 
decline in child care. The main changes in free time are thus concentrated in TV, reading and 
relaxing and hence do not generally extend to other free-time activities. Note that this means 
that we do not find the expected declines in organizational activity, fitness (sports) activities, 
or attending movies and other social events; however, total travel outside the home does de-
cline, probably a function of decreased need to commute to work.  

Of particular interest is the increased housework of both men and women, since these are the 
“empty nest” years, presumably with fewer family members and smaller homes to care for. 
Although male hours of housework (and shopping) do increase from 10 to over 13 hours per 
week, women continue to do almost 2/3 of the housework. 

Also of interest is the relatively greater increase in TV viewing. Indeed of the 20+ hours of 
increased free time for those age 65+, over half of it goes to TV. However, in percentage 
terms, the increase in TV’s share of free time only rises from 42% to 46% among women age 
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65+, while for men it declines slightly from 51% to 49% of free time – thus closing the gen-
der gap in viewing time. 

Table 1 
Time/activity differences by age (in Hours per week from 2003-2007) 

Time uses/activities 

 Women AgeDiff  Men AgeDiff 
Age 35-54 55-64 65- +/-  35-54 55-64 65- +/- 

Contracted time          
  1. Paid Work 25.4 19.8 3.3 -22   38.1 28.1 6.5  -32 
  2. Commute 2.0 1.4 .2 -2   3.1 2.4 .5 -3 
  2x. Education .9 .4 .3 -1   .5  .2 .1 0 
Total =     -25     -35 

Committed time          

  3. Housework 17.8 19.0 23.0 +5   10.2 12.5 13.8 +4 

  4. Child care 6.7 2.6 1.3 -5   3.5 1.2 .8 -3 
  5. Shopping 7.2 7.6 6.7 -1   4.7 5.0 6.3 +2 
Total =    -1     +3 

Personal care          

  6. Sleeping 58.5 58.3 62.3 +4   57.2 57.7 62.0  +5 
  7. Eating 7.2 8.2 9.2 +2   8.0 9.3 10.2  +2 
  8. Grooming 8.6 9.8 9.6 +1   6.6 7.3 8.2 +2 
Total =     +7     +9 

Free time          

  9. Religion .9 1.3 1.5 +1  .7 .8 1.1 0 
10. Organizations 1.8 1.7 2.1 0   1.3 1.3 1.9 +1 
11. Social Events .9 .9 .8 0   .9 .9 .7 0 
12. Visiting 4.7 5.4 5.1 0   3.8 3.7 4.2 0 
13. Fitness Activity 1.3 1.1 1.1 0   2.0 2.3 2.2 0 
14. Hobbies .7 1.4 2.0 +1   .8 1.1 2.0 +1  
15. TV 14.4 17.6 25.1 +11   18.7 22.2 29.3  +11 
16. Radio/records .2 .2  .5 0   .5 .4 .7 0 
17. Reading 2.2 4.3 7.1 +5  1.7 3.0 6.7 +5 
18. Home Comm. 2.1 2.4 2.6 0   1.7 1.9  2.1 0 
19. IT .7 .8 .8  0  1.1 1.2  1.0 0 
20. Rest/relax 1.7 2.3 4.3 +3  2.0 2.9  5.5 +4 
21. Free travel 1.9 2.1 1.9  0  1.9 2.1  2.2 0 
Total =     +20     +20 

22. Total travel 8.7 7.6 5.5  -3  7.7 7.8  6.4 -1 

Note: Subtotals may not add to zero because of rounding errors. 
Source: Timetables www.webuse.umd.edu based on BLS/US Census Data. 

http://www.webuse.umd.edu/
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Finally, it is important to note that many of the age differences in activity in Table 1 reflect 
differences not in age but in hours at work. When the increases in housework, sleep, TV and 
reading are adjusted for employment status, they largely disappear. In other words, seniors 
who continue to work show activity patterns quite similar to workers under age 65. 

2.3 Differences by background factors 

There are variations in the Table 1 results by many of the same predictors as for younger 
adults. For age itself, average paid work hours decline from 8 hours for those aged 65-72 to 3 
hours for those 73-79 to less than an hour for those aged 80 and older. Housework hours also 
decline but only from 18 hours to 15 hours for those 80+. Sleeping hours do increase by about 
5 hours but only for those 85+, and TV, relaxing and reading hours also increase -- by about 4 
hours a week. Both free time and overall travel decline almost 4 hours past age 84. 

Table 1 does show many of the same gender patterns as for younger men and women, as 
noted for women’s domination of housework (and childcare) above. In contrast, senior men 
continue to do 2/3 of the paid work. In terms of personal care, sleep hours of men and women 
remain virtually identical, while men spend more time eating and women more time groom-
ing. Older men have about 5 more hours of free time than older women, almost all of it going 
to TV, with more time spent exercising and relaxing as well. Even with less free time, older 
women manage to find slightly more free time for religion, organizational activity, socializ-
ing/ talking and reading. 

As with race differences among younger adults, older Blacks spend more time grooming, 
attending church, watching TV and relaxing than older Whites, who in turn spend more time 
doing housework, eating and reading than older Blacks. 

In terms of status factors, higher education and income are associated with twice as much 
paid work as for those with lower levels, but no more (or less) housework, child care or shop-
ping. College-educated and highest-income seniors spent 5 less weekly hours sleeping than 
those of lower education and income, offset by 2-3 more hours eating meals, with no notable 
difference in grooming time. As with adults under age 65, the biggest free-time activity dif-
ference was found for media use, with college-educated and highest income seniors watching 
about 5 less weekly hours of TV – offset by 4-5 more hours reading and about an hour more 
of computer use. Higher education and income groups also spend more of their free time trav-
eling, as well as travel in general; that travel was apparently tied more to organizational meet-
ings. They also spent less time relaxing. 

In terms of role factors, the differences were less pronounced or in evidence than for pre-
retirement groups. Employed seniors did spend almost 10 hours less weekly time watching 
TV, 3 hours less reading, and about an hour less time on hobbies and in home communica-
tion. Married seniors worked about 3 more hours, but they spent about 3 hours less time 
asleep or on TV than those not married, but there were no differences on housework or on 
other free-time activities. Those few seniors who had young children at home spent about 4 
hours in weekly childcare, and they worked far longer hours (probably a function of their 
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younger age), but they did no less housework; in free time, these parents went to organiza-
tional meetings and events more, offset by 3 hours less TV. 

As with those under 65, differences among seniors by region or by city size were not associ-
ated notably or consistently with differences in activity. 

2.4 Historical trends 

As noted above, national diary data collections for seniors only began in 1975, and their sam-
ple sizes number less than 300-500 seniors with which to compare to the more than 8000 sen-
iors represented in Table 1. Nonetheless, some fairly clear patterns emerge and these gener-
ally parallel those in Table 1; these were also noted in analyses conducted on these earlier 
diary studies of seniors (Robinson, 1993).  

The trends since 1975-85 from these earlier studies are concentrated in a few activities, such 
as the increase in sleep of 2 hours for senior women and 5 hours (for senior men) a week, 
along with the 3-5 hour increase in TV viewing. The increases were offset by smaller de-
creases in a number of personal and free-time activities such as eating, grooming, visiting, 
fitness activity, hobbies and home communication. Here again, then, the results largely mirror 
those trends found among those of working age – with the one important exception of no de-
cline in housework time among seniors.  

3 Conclusions  
The data in Table 1 and elsewhere in this article run counter to the many media and AARP 
stories about “gray panthers” and other active lifestyles of those over 65. They lead to the 
more somber conclusion that, unlike Andy, few seniors are taking advantage of the new time 
(and probably increased income) that becomes available to them post retirement. The finding 
that retirees only use their free time bonus of 20+ hours per week for such mainly passive 
activities of TV, reading and rest may represent a squandering of a great national resource, 
given these seniors’ skills, talents and experience. 

Readers and active leisure advocates may be particularly alarmed at so much of seniors’ free 
time going to TV, making them an ideal target for the ‘Turn off your TV’ movement that has 
designated one week a year when people leave their sets off and find more concentration, 
challenge and gratification in other activities; yet diary research suggests that, while people 
rate TV in general as relatively low on a ‘fun meter’, the programs they watched on the diary 
day rated far higher in enjoyment – actually above the levels for other free-time activities. 
Thus, viewing hours do rise dramatically for seniors. However, putting that increase in his-
torical context, it is still less of an increase than found among younger adults between 1965 
and 1975 – when their viewing time consumed virtually all of their increased free time. 



John P. Robinson and Andrew Caporaso: Senioritis in repose 

eIJTUR, 2009, Vol.6, No. 2  313 

References 
Gershuny, J. (2000), Changing times – Work and leisure in postindustrial society, Oxford University Press, Ox-

ford, 304. 
Juster, F.T. and F.P. Stafford (1985), Time, goods, and well-being, Survey Research Center, Institute for Social 

Research, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor. 
Robinson, J. (1985), The validity and reliability of diaries versus alternative time use measures, in: Juster, F.T. 

and F.P. Stafford (eds), Time, goods, and well-being, Survey Research Center, Institute for Social Re-
search, The University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, 33-62. 

Robinson, J. (1993), Freeing up the Golden Years?, in: American Demographics, No. 17, 107-112. 
Robinson, J.P. and G. Godbey (1999), Time for life – The surprising ways Americans use their time, 2nd ed., 

Pennsylvania Sate, University Park, PA. 


