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Background and Definitions

Since 2003 the ATUS, sponsored by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, has produced
annual estimates of the amounts of time people spend in activities such as paid
work, childcare, volunteering. The ATUS collects information about time spent in
activities beginning at 4:00 am on the previous day up until 4:00 am of the interview
day. Interviewers use a set of scripted open-ended questions to walk respondents
chronologically through the prior 24-hour day. Respondents are asked to recall their
daily activities, how long each activity took, who was in the room with them, and
where the activity took place. This 24-hour recall diary is used in tandem with
computer-assisted telephone interviewing (CATI) for data collection.

Early BLS research on the 24-hour recall diary explored the cognitive processes that
respondents used to reconstruct their prior day and how cognitive processes were
related to data quality. BLS and Westat researchers testing the 24-hour recall diary
instrument were concerned about possible variation in data quality associated with
differences in how respondents interpret “activities,” the effects of highly salient
activities, routine activities, and schemata (or everyday activities) on recall; and
heuristic or rule of thumb strategies for estimating activity duration (Forsythe, 1997).
Findings from cognitive interviews indicated that participants recalled activities and
time durations more easily when their activities and times were atypical and/or when
they had an appointment or time commitment. Some participants used a
visualization technique as part of the recall process, while others used a
decomposition strategy—recalling a larger block of time or major activity to set time
boundaries, then recalling what happened during the time period. Participants who
lived by the clock reported by the clock, but others had difficulty identifying starting
and stopping times, and reported time durations instead.



Since this early testing, BLS has not conducted further formal research on the
cognitive processes associated with the questions used and tasks undertaken in
completing the 24-hour recall diary. Additional research on respondents’ cognitive
processes might aid in developing instrument and interviewer interventions to assist
respondents in their task and ultimately reduce measurement error.

In addition, research on respondent and interviewer interaction during diary data
collection is another important and unexplored area of methodological study. ATUS
interviewers are trained in conversational interviewing techniques, which allow for
interventions with a respondent to help him or her stay on track when remembering
the day’s activities, and activity sequences and timing. For example, after a
respondent says that he or she ate dinner for an hour, the interviewer might check
back, “that brings us up to 7:00 pm, does that sound about right?” Interviewers are
also trained in ways to facilitate recall; one such technique is called working
backwards. If a respondent can’t remember what he or she did right after dinner,
interviewers can ask, “what is the next thing you remember doing (and what time did
that take place)?” and then prompt respondents to think of what he or she did in
between. This working backwards technique may help respondents fill in the gaps,
as may visualization techniques, such as an interviewer asking respondents to
picture where they were in order to remember forgotten activities. Research to
evaluate how conversational interviewing and specific recall techniques are used by
interviewers and whether the techniques are successful in helping respondents
reconstruct their day could help refine ATUS procedures and data quality.

One method that might be used to study both respondent cognitive processes and
respondent and interviewer interaction is behavior coding. This technique has been
successfully utilized with event history calendar data collection (Belli, 2004) to
understand how interviewers ask questions and provide clarification and feedback to
respondents, how respondents interpret questions and recall answers, and how
interviewers and respondents interact during the survey task.

Issues:

How do respondents reconstruct their prior day during the 24-hour recall diary
data collection?

What role do interviewers and interviewer techniques have in shaping the 24-
hour recall diary tasks?

How are respondent and interviewer behaviors and interactions related to
data quality?

Related Questions:

1. How do respondents comprehend the 24 hour recall task, what strategies are
used to recall activities and times, and how do respondents judge the adequacy
of a response and communicate it to the interviewer?



2. Does the traditional cognitive model as generalized to surveys (question
comprehension; ability to recall, judge, and communicate answers), assist us in
the understanding of respondent’s cognitive process when completing time
diaries?

3. Do other theories or models from cognitive psychology or other disciplines
provide insight into understanding respondent understanding and execution of
the diary task?

4. If and how do interviewers use conversational interviewing and recall techniques
on which they are trained during diary data collection? Are the techniques
useful in helping respondents reconstruct their day?

5. Does greater use of some respondent processes or interviewer technigues
produce better quality data, as measured by respondent understanding, item
nonresponse, or number of activities reported?

6. How can behavior coding be used to evaluate data accuracy and quality in the
ATUS? Can it identify difficult tasks and concepts or successful interviewing
practices?
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