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Abstract 
Time budget studies differ in the number of diary days. The ‘Guidelines on Harmonized European Time-Use 
Surveys (HETUS)’ issued by EUROSTAT recommend a two-day diary with both one weekday and one week-
end day. In this contribution we examine whether the number of diary days has an effect on the quality of time-
use indicators. A lot of time-use researchers plead for a longer period of observation; some of them even argue 
that one- or two-day diaries are not very valuable since the high demands of scientific research cannot be ac-
complished unless multi-day cycles are captured. Longer periods of observation offer better prospects for analy-
ses, especially for the study of rhythms and activity patterns which typically follow cycles of multi-day duration, 
and which are part of daily life. Other authors however point out that longer periods of observation cause fatigue 
or diminished motivation and thus will lead to more inaccuracies. In this contribution we use the pooled Flemish 
time budget data from 1999 and 2004 to compare 7-day diaries with the 2-day diaries as recommended by the 
EUROSTAT-guidelines. The respondents of the Flemish time use surveys all filled in diaries for 7 consecutive 
days. To simulate the 2-day registration, we randomly selected one weekday and one weekend day for each 
respondent. The 2-day selection was compared with the original 7-day registration. The aim of this comparison 
is to inventory the advantages and disadvantages of the 2-day and 7-day registration method. To do that, we 
compare different indicators, such as the averages and the standard deviations of the duration of several activi-
ties. We further examine whether certain types of activities are more affected by the method of registration than 
others. Finally we examine whether a longer period of registration negatively affects the quality of the data (less 
detail and less accurate). 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 From Halifax to Luxembourg 

20 years ago, in September of 1989, the airport of Sophia (Bulgaria) was closed down for 
reasons of maintenance. During the entire week there were no domestic flights in the country 
and all international air traffic was handled by the military airport of Plovdiv. That same 
week, from the 11th till the 15th of September, the International Association for Time-Use Re-
search (IATUR) had its annual conference in Varna. After the conference Andy Harvey, Jona-
than Gershuny and I (i.g.), together with a Bulgarian researcher, hired a car to travel from 
Varna to Sophia. We were on the road the whole day, in bad weather conditions. When we 
left Varna Andy was driving and Jonathan and I were sitting in the back. We had a lively dis-
cussion on the ‘Multinational Longitudinal Time Budget Archive’ Jonathan was collecting 
and on the many difficulties of comparative time-use research. Since Andy was more focused 
on the discussion going on in the back – he turned his head all the time and forgot about the 
road – we convinced him to leave the steering wheel to Jonathan. When he joined me in the 
back he took out his laptop, a very impressive gadget at that time, and showed me different 
kinds of comparative tables and data. At the same time he kept hammering on the importance 
of harmonizing the collection of time-use data. It was not the first time I heard Andy Harvey’s 
plead for harmonizing the data collection. 

A year before the conference in Varna I had met Andy Harvey for the very first time. It was at 
the meeting of the then called ‘International Research Group on Time Budgets and Social 
Activities’ held at the Karl Marx University in Budapest. There were 35 participants, of which 
11 from the guest country itself. At this meeting in 1988 it was decided to change the name of 
this research group into the ‘International Association for Time Use Research’. Andy Harvey 
was the Secretary-Treasurer of IATUR and had a keynote paper on ‘International Co-
operation in Time Budget Research: Guidelines’. In this paper he not only pleaded for harmo-
nizing the collection of time-use data, but he already made a nice overview of the different 
aspects that needed to be harmonized in order to have more or less comparable national data 
sets that could be merged for comparative analyses. 

The first and to this day, the most important milestone in comparative time-use research is of 
course the Multinational Time Use Study directed by Alexander Szalai. Results and the meth-
odology of this cross-national time-use survey were reported in the bible of time-use research 
‘The Use of Time’ (Szalai, 1972). This book was the first to outline a number of conventions 
with regard to the methodology of time budget research. More than 40 years after the field 
work for this multinational study was conducted (1965-1966) in 12 countries, these methodo-
logical guidelines are still the main reference in time-use research and therefore its influence 
can hardly be overestimated. Andy Harvey realised that the chances to ever replicate a big 
scale international study like that were very small. He saw two alternative scenarios for inter-
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national co-operation in time-use research and comparative analysis: (1) merging existing 
national data sets into one common data base and (2) the co-ordination of the design and con-
duct of future national studies to afterwards facilitate merging them into a common data set 
(Harvey, 1993). The first scenario was the one Jonathan Gershuny followed when he started 
the ‘Multinational Longitudinal Time Budget Archive’. Andy Harvey promoted the second 
option which of course could also contribute to the amelioration of the first option. 

In stead of simultaneously collecting time-use data in the context of a central project, Andy 
Harvey and many other IATUR-members thought it to be more fruitful and realistic to de-
velop guidelines to harmonize future national data collections and to convince other research-
ers and statistical offices to follow the approved guidelines. It is a little ironic that the vision 
and initiative of a Canadian from Halifax, a decade later, after extensive discussions on IA-
TUR-meetings and in a special task force, finally cumulated in the first ‘Guidelines on Har-
monized European Time-Use Surveys (HETUS)’ issued by EUROSTAT (European Commis-
sion, 2004). By means of these Guidelines EUROSTAT not only promoted the organization 
of time-use surveys among its member states and the candidate states of the EU, as was in-
tended by the very first start of this initiative in the context of IATUR, but by the start of the 
new century, it also resulted in dozens of new national data sets that were more or less compa-
rable as a result of the harmonization of the data collection. This was really a new boost in 
time-use research. 

1.2 How many days? 

The guidelines Andy Harvey had in mind were related to many issues: sampling issues (sam-
ple size, age of respondents, time of the year, …), collection issues (yesterday or leave-behind 
diary, number of diary days, timing of diary day, interview modes, open or fixed interval di-
ary, …) and content issues (content variables in the diary, own words or pre-coded, coding 
schemes, minimal socio-demographic and background information, …) (see Harvey, 1993). 
Andy Harvey not only provided an extensive list of relevant issues that had to be settled to 
harmonize international time-use surveys, on basis of his and other researchers’ experiences 
and methodological literature he also developed arguments for recommendations on all these 
issues. 

Concerning the number of days a respondent should keep a diary, he recommended ‘one or 
two days per respondent for general studies’, although for specialized studies longer periods 
may be appropriate (Harvey, 1993). The Guidelines on Harmonised European Time Use sur-
veys generally followed his recommendation, since it was recommended “…to use two diary 
days, i.e. one weekday (Monday-Friday) and one weekend-day (Saturday and Sunday). The 
use of only one diary day will also be acceptable, but with only one diary day it is impossible 
to get any idea of the intra-personal variation. The general rule from this point of view is that 
the more diary days the better. Considering also the problem of increasing non-response with 
increasing respondent burden a reasonable choice is two or three diary days.” (European 
Commission, 2004). 
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In this contribution we want to discuss this recommendation concerning the number of diary 
days. We will argue that it would have been better to recommend a 7-day diary. 

1.3 The weekcycle 

Time is structured by cycles. Although in Western modern societies we generally conceive 
time from a linear perspective – Newtonian neutral time flowing from some infinite past to 
some infinite future (see, Sorokin and Merton, 1937) – we need cycles to organize and struc-
ture time (Zerubavel, 1979). We measure durations using cycles: seconds, minutes, hours, 
days, weeks, years, … To specify the timing of an event we also do it in terms of cycles: 
Wednesday morning, 19 August 2009 at 10 o’clock is in fact a very specific location in terms 
of multiple cycles: the 10th hour of the 19th day of the 8th month of the 2009th year since the 
(hypothetical) birth of Jesus Christ. If we specify it as a Wednesday then it is the 4th day of the 
week (although some will say it’s the 3rd day of the week). Furthermore, we also use cycles to 
count the number of times something happens. Saying that you eat 3 times, means nothing 
without a denominator which is, again, a cycle. We eat 3 times ‘a day’, we go to the fitness 
twice ‘a week’, we receive our salary ‘every month’, we go on holiday ‘every year’, …. 

Activity patterns can be structured in terms of socially relevant cycles of which the day, the 
week, the year and the life cycle seems to be the most important ones in modern Western cul-
tures (Zerubavel, 1979). The day has a certain structure and the timing of activities in the 
daily cycle is socially relevant. Most people sleep at night, get up in the morning, eat at noon, 
work between 9 a.m. and 5 p.m., spend the evening in leisure, … So, if we want to get a pic-
ture of daily life, we literally need to have a view on the whole 24-hours or an entire day. But 
given the difference between days (especially the week-weekend contrast in Western socie-
ties) a person’s activity pattern may vary depending on the day of observation (intra-personal 
variation). Therefore, it is recommended in the EUROSTAT-guidelines to have at least one 
weekday and one weekend day. However a large proportion of intra-personal variation still 
remains untouched. Because of the very different character of Saturdays and Sundays, one 
weekend day is not very representative for the whole weekend. Although the intra-variation 
between weekdays is much smaller than between both weekend days, a lot of activities follow 
a weekly rhythm. Activities like visiting family, doing sports, shopping, cleaning the house or 
other household tasks or odd jobs, going to the pub, going to a club, watching football, … are 
often done on specific days of the week (Zerubavel, 1985). 

Besides the day-to-day variation, there is variation in time-use between different months or 
seasons of the year and even throughout the whole lifespan. Therefore, the best option would 
be to keep a diary covering a whole year, or even for a whole life. It is obvious however, that 
it is not very realistic to ask a large sample of people to keep a time-use diary for a year or 
more. But why not ask respondents to keep a diary for 7 consecutive days?  
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1.4 Pro and cons of a 7-day diary 

In his guidelines-article, Andy Harvey clearly sees the advantages of increasing the number of 
diary-days: “… (it) reduces the important dimensions of measurement error, costs and the 
usefulness of the data for the analysis of subgroups …” (Harvey, 1993). He refers to Ger-
shuny’s argument that “… due to intra-person variance longer diaries (…) give significantly 
more accurate time estimates than shorter diaries do” (Harvey, 1993). After some statistical 
tests Gershuny (in Harvey, 1993) concluded that for some activities and some particular social 
groups the seven-day data give much more precise estimates. This is supported by Hill (1984) 
who suggests that one-day-diaries provide good estimates of time use over long spans of time 
for activities with little day-to-day variation (sleeping, eating, …) but they give a lesser repre-
sentation of individual time use over longer spans for activities with considerable day-to-day 
or intra-personal variation (home maintenance, attending meetings, …). 

The kind of activities and the intra-personal variability is also relevant in reference to the spe-
cific time-use parameters. Aggregated analyses on large samples of respondents who filled in 
one or two day-diaries covering all the seven days of the week, generally yield good estimates 
concerning the duration per respondent (i.e. average duration of activities for all respondents, 
irrespective if they did this activity during the period of registration or not). Hedges (1986) 
and Gershuny and Robinson (1988) found no real differences in the durations per respondent 
calculated on basis of a one-day and a seven-day data set. On the aggregated level and meas-
ured for a whole group (doers or not), the intra-personal variation does not matter much. 

This is totally different for estimates of the participation rate (proportion of doers) and the 
duration per participant (i.e. average duration of activities for the doers of this activity). Par-
ticipation rates (and thus the related estimate for the duration per participant) are very de-
pendent on the window of observation. Activities mainly following a daily rhythm are cap-
tured well by a one-day diary, but the participation rates of activities following a weekly 
rhythm will be much lower in a one-day data set compared to a multi-day or seven-day data 
set. So, the participation rates (and the related durations per participant) for visiting friends, 
doing sports, going to the movies, … will be much lower in a sample of respondents who 
filled out a one-day diary as compared to a seven-day diary sample. Of course there are activi-
ties that follow a monthly rhythm, a yearly rhythm … but given the burden of keeping a diary 
for a longer period it is important to consider at least the shorter cycles fundamentally struc-
turing daily life, i.e. the day and the week cycle (for arguments, see Zerubavel, 1985). 

In general we can conclude that almost all researchers definitely see the advantages of a 
longer period of observation and the seven-day diary. Critics even argue that one- or two-day 
diaries are not very valuable. Scheuch (1972), Goodwin (1981) and Pas and Sundar (1995) 
argue that the high demands of scientific research cannot be accomplished unless multi-day 
cycles are captured. Evidence for this is found in a number of studies (see Arentze et al., 
1997; Glorieux et al., 2008). Longer periods of observation offer better prospects for analyses, 
especially for the study of rhythms and activity patterns which typically follow cycles of 
multi-day duration, and which are part of daily life (Gärling, 1998). 
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If a seven-day diary has so many advantages, why did the EUROSTAT task force not recom-
mend a seven-day diary? What are the main contra arguments? The main objections for en-
hancing the number observation days have to do with the validity of the data. More con-
cretely, it is argued that a longer period of registration will negatively affect the response rate 
and the quality of diary-keeping. 

In 1983-1984 Hedges (1986) performed an extensive methodological experiment where one-
day and seven-day data were gathered in the same study. He did find a much higher response 
rate for the one-day survey. Gershuny and Robinson (1988) came to the same conclusion for 
different datasets in the UK, as well as Harvey for various international datasets (1993). Ry-
denstam (1995) as well as Bagatta (1995) reported a higher non-response in a Swedish and 
Italian pre-test for the Harmonized European Time-Use Survey as a result of the heavy bur-
dens on the respondents when more than two days were recorded. The same conclusion was 
found in a pre-test in Korea (Shon, 1999) and in Australian research (Australian Bureau of 
Statistics, 1988). So, generally it is found that extending the window of observation lowers 
the response rates. 

A second element of importance in the discussion on the number of diary-days is the quality 
of diary-keeping. Generally it is believed that the longer respondents have to keep a diary, the 
poorer the quality of these data. One indicator for this is the number of registered activities. 
Niemi (1983) found in Finish time-use data that the same amount of primary activities were 
reported on the first two registration days but from the third day on it dropped sharply. 
Väisänen (2009) used the data of the participating countries in the HETUS-project and found 
a decline between the first and second registration day (in the HETUS-project the diary days 
are not necessarily consecutive days). 

Some point out that longer periods of observation cause fatigue or diminished motivation 
(Szalai, 1972; Brög and Meyburg, 1980; Axhausen et al., 2002; Backor et al., 2007). So the 
increase of the number of diary days will lead to more inaccuracies. Golob and Meurs (1986) 
among others show evidence of a reduced quality after the second registration day. 

Arentze et al., (1997) on the other hand advocate that time-use literature is still not conclusive 
on this. Specialized transportation surveys show that respondents even report more trips once 
they are familiarized with the diary recording (Ampt and Richardson, 1994). Gershuny et al 
(1986) and Harvey (1993) found no real change in more general studies, indicating that there 
is no strict evidence at hand to conclude that the data quality reduces along the diary days. 

Using the Flemish time-use data of 1999 and 2004, in which respondents filled out a diary 
during 7 consecutive days, we examine some of the advantages of a 7-day diary in compari-
son to a 2-diary as is recommended in the EUROSTAT-guidelines. We also will investigate 
whether a longer registration period is harmful for the quality of the data. It is however not 
possible with our data to test whether a longer period of registration negatively affects the 
response rate. 
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2 Data 
In 1999 and 2004 the research group TOR of the Vrije Universiteit Brussel conducted a time-
use survey in Flanders/Belgium. In 1999 (TOR’99) 1.474 respondents filled in a diary during 
7 consecutive days, the 2004 survey (TOR’04) included 1.780 respondents (for more details, 
see Glorieux et al., 2000; Glorieux et al., 2005). 

To test the differences between a 2-day and a 7-day registration, we selected 2 days, one 
weekday and one weekend day, out of the seven collected diary days. The selection of the 2 
days was done with the EUROSTAT-guidelines in mind. The selection of the weekday (Mon-
day till Friday) was not random. If the first day of registration was a weekday, we took this 
day as the weekday in the dataset. By doing this we created the same conditions for all re-
spondents, i.e. they all have the same difficulties (i.e. learning) at the start of the registration. 
During the field work, the first registration day was allocated by a controlled random proce-
dure, so the starting days were spread more or less evenly along the entire week (Monday till 
Sunday). This means that about 2/7 of the respondents started their diary during a weekend 
day. For them we randomly selected a weekday. The weekend day was randomly selected for 
all respondents. Using this procedure we constructed a data set containing information on 2 
diary days (one week and one weekend day) fully comparable with the original data set cover-
ing diaries of the same respondents for a whole week. To enlarge the statistical options the 
datasets of 1999 and 2004 were pooled. The dataset was weighted (post-stratification) for sex, 
age and educational level. 

2.1 More days, better estimates? 

In Table 1 we compare the duration of activities for a 2-day (one weekday and one weekend 
day) and continuous 7-day registration. None of the differences is statistically significant, 
which clearly illustrates that the number of diary days does not affect the duration per respon-
dent (doers or not) for these activity clusters on an aggregated level. The standard deviation 
however is smaller for almost all the estimates based on a 7-day registration (only for ‘educa-
tion’ and ‘waiting’ the difference is not statistically significant), which points to a lower inter-
person variance and lower level of measurement error for these calculations. 

In Table 2 we compare the participation rates for weekdays, Saturdays and Sundays. The 
number of registration days does not really affect the participation rates for Saturdays and 
Sundays. The only difference between both measures is that the estimates in the 7-day data set 
contain both weekend days and as such the number of observations for both weekend days is 
double that of the 2-day data set. The participation rates for one weekday as compared to 5 
weekdays show large differences. The participation rates for the activity clusters rise along-
side the increase of the registration days. This is clearly illustrated in Table 3 showing the 
cumulative participation rates for a 1 to a 5-day registration (weekdays). 
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Table 1 
Duration per respondent and standard deviation –  

2-day vs. 7-day registration (n=3.096) 

 Time/resp. 
2-day  

registr. 

Time/resp.
7-day  

registr. 

Diff. S.D. 
2-day  

registr. 

S.D. 
7-day  

registr. 

Diff. 

Paid work 2:59 2:58 -0:01 3:19 2:56 -0:23 * 
Housework 2:46 2:44 -0:02 2:13 1:50 -0:23 * 
Childcare 0:21 0:21 0:00 0:51 0:45 -0:06 * 
Personal care 2:12 2:13 +0:01 0:53 0:43 -0:10 * 
Sleep and rest 8:42 8:44 +0:02 1:32 1:15 -0:17 * 
Education 0:22 0:22 0:00 1:17 1:11 -0:06 
Social participation 1:23 1:23 0:00 1:30 1:07 -0:23 * 
Leisure 3:51 3:52 +0:01 2;16 1:54 -0:22 * 
Waiting 0:01 0:01 0:00 0:07 0:05 -0:02 
Travel 1:02 1:01 -0:01 1:01 0:45 -0:16 * 
Other 0:16 0:15 -0:01 0:37 0:23 -0:14 * 

* p < 0,05 
Source: Pooled data of TOR’99 and TOR’04. 

Table 2 
Participation rates (%) – 1 weekday, 5 weekdays, Saturday and Sunday (n= 3.096) 

  Workweek (Mon-Fri) Saturday Sunday 

  1 day 5 days Diff. Diff. Diff. 
Paid work 49.8 62.7 +12.9 +0.2 -0.2 
Housework 82.7 95.3 +12.6 -0.9 +1.3 
Childcare 21.0 33.1 +12.1 -0.6 -0.2 
Personal care 99.0 100.0 +1.0 +0.4 +0.6 
Sleep and rest 99.8 100.0 +0.2 +0.2 +0.2 
Education 10.8 22.4 +11.6 +0.1 -0.6 
Social part. 52.9 86.7 +33.8 +0.1 -1.2 
Leisure 93.3 99.7 +6.4 -0.6 +0.2 
Waiting 5.0 16.4 +11.4 +0.1 -0.4 
Travel 71.6 89.2 +17.6 +2.0 -1.7 
Other 35.8 64.8 +29.0 -2.9 -1.8 

Source: Pooled data of TOR’99 and TOR’04. 

For some activities the increase of the participation rate along a longer registration period is 
very moderate, as such it does not matter very much whether the participation rate is based on 
a 1-day or 5-day observation. This is clearly so for ‘sleeping and rest’, since this is an activity 
almost everybody does every day. For ‘social participation’, on the other hand, we observe a 
clear increase alongside the extension of the period of observation. Of course things are dif-
ferent if we analyse activities more detailed. For the general category ‘leisure’, the difference 
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in the participation rate for a 1-day registration and a 5-day registration is relatively small. 
Almost everybody has some leisure on a daily basis. This does not apply to more specific lei-
sure activities. Sports are a good example. Most athletes do not practice sports every day, but 
only once or a few days a week, as can be seen in the last row of Table 3. 

Table 3 
Cumulative participation rates for 1 to 5 weekdays (n=3.096) 

 1 2 3 4 5 

Paid work 49.8 56.9 59.3 61.2 62.7 
Housework 82.7 89.2 91.9 94.1 95.3 
Childcare 21.0 25.8 28.9 31.3 33.1 
Personal care 99.0 99.9 100 100 100 
Sleep and rest 99.8 100 100 100 100 
Education 10.8 15.1 18.0 20.8 22.4 
Social participation 52.9 69.6 77.7 82.7 86.7 
Leisure 93.3 98.7 99.4 99.6 99.7 
Waiting 5.0 9.4 12.5 14.1 16.4 
Travel 71.6 80.5 84.8 87.2 89.2 
Other 35.8 43.6 53.6 59.5 64.8 
Sports 6.6 11.4 15.5 18.1 18.8 

Source: Pooled data of TOR’99 and TOR’04. 

Table 4 gives more examples of activities that do not follow a daily cycle. Even for ‘watching 
T.V.’, which is an activity that almost everybody does at least once during the week, the par-
ticipation rate based on a 1-day diary is much lower. On a random weekday there is a substan-
tial proportion of the population (about 20%) that does not watch T.V. 

Table 4 
Participation rates – 1 weekday vs. 5 weekdays (n=3.096) 

  Workweek (Mon-Fri) 

  1 day 5 days Diff. 
Shopping 30.4 70.6 +132.2% 

Sports 6.6 18.8 +184.8% 
Recreation 15.7 41.8 +166.2% 

Cultural Participation 3.3 13.1 +297.0% 
T.V. 79.3 96.3 +  21.4% 

Source: Pooled data of TOR’99 and TOR’04. 

Our figures clearly point to the advantage of having estimates based on multiple-day diaries. 
The longer the observation, the lower the level of measurement error and the more stable the 
estimates, which is most important for more detailed analyses on specific activities for spe-
cific social categories. Due to the lower variance, the R-squares in multi-variate models are 



Ignace Glorieux and Joeri Minnen: How many days? A comparison of the quality of time-use data from 2-day 
and 7-day diaries 

eIJTUR, 2009, Vol. 6, No. 2  323 

generally higher with data based on 7-day diaries as compared to 2-day diary data. This illus-
trates clearly some of the advantages of multi-day diaries most researchers we referred to in 
the previous section, agree on. But what about the quality of the data? Although the evidence 
on that is less conclusive, a lot of time-use researchers fear that a longer registration period 
lowers the quality of the registration. In the next paragraph we examine 3 indicators of qual-
ity: the number of registered activities, the amount of unregistered time and the proportion of 
activities starting at exactly the beginning or on the half hour.  

2.2 Seven days … less quality? 

In general it is believed that a higher number of activities in a diary points to a more accurate 
registration and as such it is expected that the number of activities declines the longer respon-
dents have to report their activities. Table 5 gives the number of activities registered per day. 
In the columns the average number of activities is given for the different days of the week, the 
rows give the averages split up by the starting day of the registration. So, 18,9 in the first cell 
of the first row means that the respondents who started to report their activities on a Monday, 
on average registered 18,9 activities on Mondays. Those who started on a Tuesday registered 
on average 19,6 activities on Mondays, while those who started their diary on a Monday, reg-
istered on average 17,0 activities on Sundays (last cell of the first row). The last row gives the 
average number of activities reported for the 7 different days of the week, pointing out that 
there are fewer registrations on weekend days. The last column gives the average number of 
activities registered for the 1st till the 7th day of registration. This is the most important pa-
rameter to see whether the quality declines as the registration period continues. Although the 
differences between the first day and day 3, 4 and 5 are statistically significant (p < 0,05), the 
differences between the number of reported activities from the first to the sixth day remain 
very small. Only on the 7th day the average number of activities is substantially lower. The 
differences between the number of activities on day 7 and all the other days, except day 4, are 
statistically significant (p < 0,05). However, the lower number of reported activities on the 
last day can be attributed to instructions that were unclear to some respondents. All the re-
spondents in the Flemish time-use survey were asked to start their diaries on 8 p.m. on the 
evening before the first day of registration. The first 4 hours were considered as a sort of 
learning period and were not included in the data set. Since the instruction was to register ac-
tivities for 7 days, a part of the respondents believed they had to stop at 8 p.m. of the 7th day, 
while in fact it was expected to keep the diaries till midnight of this last day (and report the 
ending time after midnight of the activity that started on the last day). For them, the 7th day 
only contains 20 hours and thus fewer activities. Apart from this, we see no substantial de-
cline in the number of reported activities in the 7-day time-use data. 
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Table 5 
From day 1 to day 7 – Number of reported activities 

Starting 
day 

Mon. 
n=274 

Tues. 
n=480 

Wed. 
n=558 

Thur. 
n=599 

Fri. 
n=533 

Sat. 
n=458 

Sun. 
n=352 

 Day Mean/day 

Monday 18,9 19,0 18,5 18,1 18,4 17,5 17,0  1st 19,5 
Tuesday 19,6 20,3 20,4 20,3 19,7 18,9 18,1  2nd 19,3 
Wednesday 18,9 18,4 19,5 19,4 19,2 17,9 17,3  3rd 19,1 
Thursday 19,4 19,7 19,1 19,7 19,5 18,4 17,5  4th 19,0 
Friday 19,9 19,7 19,8 18,9 19,8 18,9 17,9  5th 19,1 
Saturday 19,5 19,9 19,9 19,5 18,5 18,6 17,7  6th 19,2 
Sunday 20,3 20,4 20,3 19,9 20,2 18,5 18,9  7th 18,7 
Mean/day 19,5 19,6 19,7 19,5 19,4 18,4 17,8    

Source: Pooled data of TOR’99 and TOR’04. 

Table 6 gives the amount of unspecified time (periods with no primary activities in the diary) 
and is organised the same way as the previous Table. The amount of unspecified time is gen-
erally interpreted as an indicator of inaccuracy, although it can also be a result of the refusal 
to report some activities. In the last column of Table 5, we clearly see a higher amount of un-
registered time on the first day of registration. The amount of unspecified time is significantly 
higher (p < 0,05) on day 1 as compared to all the other days, which is a clear argument for 
multi-day diaries. On the other hand, there is also a tendency of increased unspecified time on 
the 6th and the 7th day (the amount of unregistered time is significantly lower (p < 0,05) on 
day 6 and 7 as compared to both day 3 and 4). For the last day of registration, the amount of 
unspecified time is overestimated in the Flemish time-use data due to the already mentioned 
indefinite instruction about ending the registration. 

Table 6 
From day 1 to day 7 – Unspecified time in minutes 

Starting 
day 

Mon. 
n=274 

Tues. 
n=480 

Wed. 
n=558 

Thur. 
n=599 

Fri. 
n=533 

Sat. 
n=458 

Sun. 
n=352 

 Day Mean/day 

Monday 23 10 16 9 14 17 15  1st 24 
Tuesday 16 28 9 8 15 12 17  2nd 13 
Wednesday 15 18 28 14 5 9 16  3rd 11 
Thursday 10 23 10 25 16 13 8  4th 11 
Friday 15 11 13 16 20 14 13  5th 12 
Saturday 10 10 8 14 18 24 14  6th 16 
Sunday 12 11 11 14 10 11 18  7th 15 
Mean/day 18 23 23 24 22 16 13    

Source: Pooled data of TOR’99 and TOR’04. 

The Flemish time-use surveys use open interval diaries. This means that respondents report 
the starting and ending time of the activities themselves. Although part of the daily activities 
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are strictly scheduled to start at the beginning of a new hour (XX:00) or at half an hour 
(XX:30), most activities do not start at exactly round hours. Rounding time in the registration 
of activities can be interpreted as an indicator of lower quality. 

In Table 7 (organized the same way as Tables 5 and 6) gives the proportion of activities of 
which the starting and/or ending time is exactly the round hour or half hour. We see no indi-
cation for a decline of the quality of the registrations as the number of diary days increases 
(see last column of Table 7). There are no statistically significant differences (p < 0,05) be-
tween the diary days for the proportions of activities starting and/or ending at exactly the 
round or half hour. 

Table 7 
From day 1 to day 7 – % activities starting and ending at XX:00 or XX:30 

Starting day Mon. 
n=274 

Tues. 
n=480 

Wed. 
n=558 

Thur. 
n=599 

Fri. 
n=533 

Sat. 
n=458 

Sun. 
n=352 

 Day Mean/day 

Monday 22,0 17,3 20,4 21,6 20,5 22,1 19,2  1st 20,8 
Tuesday 20,5 19,4 19,9 16,2 19,4 21,4 20,4  2nd 20,8 
Wednesday 21,0 19,9 21,0 19,7 20,4 16,3 20,2  3rd 21,0 
Thursday 17,2 20,0 20,7 20,4 20,7 20,0 20,0  4th 21,3 
Friday 20,8 20,1 16,5 19,4 22,0 20,2 21,6  5th 21,3 
Saturday 22,3 24,6 23,6 22,6 19,0 22,0 24,2  6th 20,9 
Sunday 22,4 22,4 20,4 24,1 23,2 24,2 18,8  7th 20,2 
Mean/day 20,5 19,8 19,9 20,0 20,3 22,8 23,0    

Source: Pooled data of TOR’99 and TOR’04. 

3 Conclusion 
Our analyses clearly confirm the alleged advantages of multi-day diaries. Longer periods of 
observation clearly lead to better data and to more accurate estimates. They are also more 
suited for the study of rhythms and activity patterns of activities that do not follow a daily 
rhythm. On the other hand we did not find many indications that extending the period of reg-
istration leads to a deterioration of the quality of the data. The amount of unspecified time 
might be somewhat higher on the 6th and 7th registration day, but this is equally true for the 
first day of registration. We did not find less reported activities as the period of registration 
continues, nor a decrease in the accuracy of the registration of the beginning and ending time 
of the reported activities. In general, we see more arguments for changing the recommenda-
tion concerning the number of days into 7 consecutive days than to keep it to two diary days. 
To be able to capture the socially relevant week cycle, we would recommend 7-day diaries. 
There is only one argument left not to follow this recommendation, i.e. the increase of non-
response rates. With our data, it is not possible to investigate the effect of longer registration 
periods on non-response rates. Therefore, we think it would be good to examine the effects of 
multi-day diaries on non-response further and to test procedures and formats to reduce non-
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response rates and to make longer periods of observation feasible. We strongly believe Andy 
would agree on this. 
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