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Time Use Studies:  Teens

Shirley L. Porterfield 
and
Anne E. Winkler

Teen time use and parental education:
evidence from the CPS, MTF, and ATUS

Responses from three surveys indicate that parental
education plays a critical role in the way teens
spend their time in employment and other activities;
in recent years, teen employment rates have declined most
for those with more highly educated parents, while their 
rate of engagement in volunteer activities has increased

Recent research based on data from 
the Current Population Survey (CPS) 
points to a secular decline in over-

all teen employment since the late 1970s—
a decline that accelerated beginning in 2000. 
Indeed, the acceleration has been character-
ized in the literature as “stunning.”1 For in-
stance, as shown in chart 1, the teen employ-
ment-population ratio in 2005 stood at 36.5 
percent, well below the rates of the previous 
35 years, including the low points associat-
ed with the recessions of 1981–82, 1991, and 
2001. Although some of this change might 
be attributed to rising school enrollment, 
because teens in school are less likely to be 
employed (and also because they work few-
er hours), CPS data show a decrease in teen 
employment even among those enrolled in 
high school. For instance, from the 1995–96 
school year to the 2003–04 school year, em-
ployment rates of enrolled teens fell from 
34.2 percent to 27.0 percent.2 Given this ob-
served shift in teens’ allocation of time away 
from employment, how are teens spending 
these hours? Recent anecdotal discussions, 
both scholarly and in the popular press, sug-
gest that teens in more highly educated and 
economically advantaged families are being 
steered away from paid employment toward 
activities that are expected to increase their 

likelihood of acceptance to, and success in, 
college.3 To what extent is this story con-
sistent with nationally representative data? 
What about time-use patterns and trends in 
hours worked for teens in families with less 
educated parents? Many of the activities teens 
find themselves in, by choice or default, can 
have important long-term consequences for 
their academic and employment success.

Academic research points to substantial 
differences in outcomes by adult education-
al attainment—the measure also used here 
to delineate a family’s socioeconomic status. 
For instance, less educated adults experience 
lower rates of employment and marriage and 
higher rates of single motherhood. Moreover, 
the gaps between them and their more edu-
cated counterparts are widening.4 Similar-
ly, rates of teen nonmarital fertility are sub-
stantially higher in families with less educated 
parents.5 These pieces of evidence lead one to 
suspect considerable variation in teens’ time 
use as a function of parental education. 

Using data from outgoing rotation groups 
of the CPS for the school years (September–
May) 1995–96, 1999–2000, and 2003–04, this 
article briefly reviews trends in teen employ-
ment. Among the article’s findings, the recent-
ly observed decline in teen employment ap-
pears most pronounced for those in the most 
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highly educated families. Then, to answer the question of 
how teens are spending their time if they are not in paid 
employment, the article examines trends in teens’ time use 
from 1975–76 to 2003–04, using data from Monitoring 
the Future (MTF), an annual survey of high school seniors. 
In addition, point-in-time data on teen time use from the 
2003 and 2004 American Time Use Survey (ATUS) are 
analyzed. Although the three data sets examined are not 
(even collectively) rich enough to formally investigate the 
long-term value of different uses of time (for example, 
homework as opposed to paid work), together with the 
existing literature, they suggest some implications.

Parental education as a “dividing line”

As the academic literature cited earlier intimates, paren-
tal education functions as an important “dividing line” in 
the United States. Not only do children growing up in 
families with more highly educated parents tend to have 
greater access to economic resources, but also, these par-
ents tend to serve as in-house role models and usually 
have more extensive informational and social networks.6 
Delineating economic (dis)advantage or socioeconomic 
status by educational attainment rather than income has 

several advantages. First, education level provides a well-
defined set of “cutoffs” that serve to stratify the population. 
In contrast, identifying groups such as the “middle class” in 
income data is fraught with difficulties. Second, the aver-
age return for a given level of education has been found to 
differ significantly by race or ethnicity, suggesting that in-
come may be a less-than-satisfactory measure of socioeco-
nomic status.7 Third, from a practical standpoint, the ATUS, 
which is the basis for much of the analysis set forth here-
in, includes information on household income by broad in-
terval only. More detailed income information is available 
in CPS data linked to the ATUS, but these data are collected 
2 to 5 months earlier, and income is more subject to short-
term change than parental educational attainment is.8 In 
fact, it is precisely because income is more subject to short-
term change that policy researchers are increasingly using 
adult (parental) education rather than income to demarcate 
economic disadvantage in causal analyses.9

Importantly, the level of parental education that de-
marcates socioeconomic disadvantage differs by family 
structure, principally as a consequence of the number of 
adults in the household. With two adults, there are two 
potential earners to support the household, as well as two 
“supervisors” to monitor children.10 Thus, even if the edu-

SOURCE: Bureau of Labor Statistics.
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cation levels of parents in married-couple and single-par-
ent families are the same, the single-parent family is at a 
greater socioeconomic disadvantage.

Trend data from the CPS and MTF

The trend data on teens’ time use analyzed in this article 
are from two sources: the CPS, a monthly survey admin-
istered to approximately 60,000 eligible households11 by 
the U.S. Census Bureau; and MTF, an annual survey of a 
representative sample of approximately 14,000 to 18,000 
12th graders located in 125 to 140 public and private high 
schools throughout the United States. MTF is adminis-
tered by the Institute of Survey Research at the Universi-
ty of Michigan.12

CPS sample. Data on teens aged 16 to 19 years are taken 
from three school-year (September–May) periods: 1995–
96, 1999–2000, and 2003–04.13 A school-year sample 
frame is used because what is principally of interest is how 
teens allocate their time when they must meet the de-
mands of high school.14 The teens are drawn from house-
holds in the outgoing rotation group of the CPS during 
the sample frame. Specifically, households are included in 
the CPS on a rotation schedule of 4 months in the survey, 
8 months out of the survey, and then 4 months in the sur-
vey again. At the end of this 16 month period, the house-
hold is dropped from the sample. The individuals inter-
viewed in the 4th and 16th months are collectively called 
the outgoing rotation groups. Each teen is included in the 
9 month sample frame only once, for the household’s 4th- 
or 16th-month outgoing interview.

The following additional restrictions are imposed on 
the sample: the teen lives in a household with at least one 
parent (this restriction captures information on custodial 
parents’ education), the teen is single (not married or co-
habiting), and the teen does not have a child. Sample siz-
es are reported at the bottom of table 1, and means of key 
characteristics for the 2003–04 sample are reported in ap-
pendix table A–1.

The majority of the analysis focuses on teens enrolled 
in high school during the school year, but broader figures 
on all teens are presented as well. A teen’s employment is 
based on his or her work status during the week prior to 
the survey interview. For those employed, the number of 
hours worked is measured as usual hours worked for all 
jobs. Teens are divided into one of four education groups: 
high school graduate, no college; high school student; 
college student; and high school dropout (not enrolled in 
high school or college and did not receive a high school 

degree). For teens in married-couple families, parental ed-
ucation is measured as the educational attainment of the 
more educated parent.15 Data are stratified separately for 
white non-Hispanics and minorities, the latter defined 
as individuals who describe themselves as at least partly 
black or African-American or of Hispanic ethnicity. (Al-
though Asians and other racial groups are not examined 
separately, data on these groups are included in the totals 
listed in the tables.) All CPS findings are weighted.

MTF sample. The primary purpose of MTF is to gather 
information on illicit substance use by teens, but these 
data also contain useful information on teens’ time use and 
how patterns have changed since the survey’s inception 
in 1975–76. A multistage random sampling procedure is 
used to draw a nationally representative sample of high 
school seniors from approximately 135 public and private 
high schools. In sampled schools, all 12th graders present 
on the day the survey is administered are interviewed.16 

The survey is self-administered and students’ identities 
remain anonymous. 

The MTF collects information on whether teens par-
ticipate in various activities on a weekly basis, along with 
categorical data on time spent at work (paid and unpaid 
combined) and on homework. Although these data do 
not provide information on the precise number of hours 
per week spent performing each activity, they are indica-
tive of changing time use over time. MTF data are avail-
able for each school year from 1975–76 through 2003–
04. This article reports figures for the first and last years 
only. Given the way the MTF data are collected, data are 
available only for high school seniors across the peri-
od cited; therefore, the survey fails to capture both younger 
and older teens, as well as teens who are no longer attend-
ing high school, all of whom are captured in the CPS and 
ATUS. The MTF data are useful nonetheless, in that they 
provide a consistent cohort of teens and a time trend for 
comparative purposes.

All seniors surveyed in the MTF complete a core ques-
tionnaire. In addition, seniors complete 1 of 6 different 
forms on separate topics. The analysis presented in this ar-
ticle focuses on time-use activity questions asked in Form 
2; thus, one-sixth of the full MTF sample provides the re-
sponses reported herein. Notably, questions on time use 
mention activities such as television viewing and work-
ing around the house, but fail to mention activities such 
as playing video games. Computer use is a recent addition 
to the survey and, as such, cannot be examined with re-
spect to trends over time. The sample restrictions applied 
to these data are the same as those for the CPS, and all 
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MTF results are weighted. Sample sizes for the MTF anal-
ysis are reported at the bottom of table 4.

Recent trends in teen employment rates: CPS. Table 1 pro-
vides detailed CPS information about teens’ employment 
patterns for the school years 1995–96, 1999–2000, and 
2003–04. Previous studies point out that teens in less ad-
vantaged households are much less likely to be employed, 
a finding also identified in table 1 for teens in single-par-
ent families.17 For instance, in 2003–04, employment rates 
were as low as 18 percent for teens living with a single 
parent with no high school degree, but rose steadily to 
range from 26 percent to 32 percent for teens living with 
a single parent with a high school education, some college, 
or a 4-year college degree.

A similar pattern is found for teens in married-cou-
ple families, although for this group, the relationship be-
tween parental education and teen employment resembles 
a hill. For instance, in 2003–04, teens in the least educat-
ed married-couple families had an average employment 
rate of 30 percent, and those with a parent who complet-
ed high school or some college had an average employ-
ment rate of 37 percent to 40 percent, but the rate stood 
at just 35 percent for those with a college-educated par-
ent and was as low as 29 percent for teens with the most 
highly educated parents. This hill pattern also can be seen 
for teens in married-couple families for the years 1995–
96 and 1999–2000.

Table 1 further documents striking trends in teen em-
ployment by parental education. As shown in the table, 
although teen employment rates fell overall during the 
period from 1995–96 to 2003–04 (exhibiting a 6.5-per-
centage-point decline, significant at the 1-percent lev-
el), employment reductions were greatest among teens in 
more highly educated families. For instance, over this pe-
riod, the employment rate for teens in single-parent fam-
ilies with less education (that is, their parent either com-
pleted high school or had no high school degree) declined 
by 5.5 to 6.5 percentage points, while rates fell by as much 
as 11.4 percentage points for teens whose single parent 
had completed some college and by 16.2 percentage points 
for those whose single parent had earned a professional or 
graduate degree. (All declines reported in this paragraph 
are statistically significant at the 1-percent level.)

For teens in married-couple families, the overall pat-
tern is similar, but the educational dividing line differs. 
Over the full period from 1995–96 to 2003–04, the em-
ployment rate for teens in families whose more educated 
parent had not completed high school actually increased 
by 1.8 percentage points, while rates decreased by 6.5 or 

more percentage points for teens in families whose more 
highly educated parent had a high school degree or even 
more education. Again, additional analysis indicates that 
these declines in employment rates are statistically signif-
icant. The diverging trends by parental education observed 
for teens in single-parent and married-couple families are 
consistent with anecdotal evidence suggesting greater pa-
rental pressure on teens in more highly educated families 
to focus on college-oriented activities (as opposed to em-
ployment). Indeed, in this regard, the type of family struc-
ture appears to be a less important factor associated with 
recent trends than does parental education. Table 2, which 
stratifies the data on teens by sex, indicates further that re-
cent employment declines are most pronounced for male 
teens, a finding corroborated in other research.18 One pos-
sible explanation is that male youths, especially, may be 
competing for jobs with unskilled immigrants. Another is 
that sectoral shifts in the employment of teens, such as a 
decline in the number of “male” jobs (for example, gas sta-
tion attendants), may be a contributing factor.19

Recent trends in hours worked: CPS and MTF. Table 3 pro-
vides trends regarding another dimension of labor supply: 
usual weekly hours of work by employed teens. The data 
reveal employment patterns on the intensive margin—that 
is, the number of hours worked, given that the person is 
employed. As found in previous research, conditional on 
employment, teens in families with less education work a 
greater average number of hours than those in more ad-
vantaged families, and a larger fraction of these teens work 
very long hours, typically defined as in excess of 20 hours 
per week.20 For instance, consider teens in single-parent 
families in 2003–04. Those whose parent either completed 
high school or had no high school degree worked an aver-
age of 19.8 to 23.4 hours per week, and 41.3 percent to 
47.3 percent of these teens worked more than 20 hours a 
week. In sharp contrast, teens whose parent had completed 
college or earned a professional or graduate degree worked 
an average of 12.6 to 16.7 hours per week, and as little as 
14.3 percent to 23.2 percent of these teens worked more 
than 20 hours per week.

Patterns are similar for teens in married-couple fam-
ilies. Further, conditional on employment, teens in more 
highly educated married-couple families (those teens with 
a parent who completed 4 years of college) worked fewer 
hours in 2003–04 than in 1995–96 (a statistically signifi-
cant change at the 1-percent level). In comparison, hours 
worked were unchanged for teens in the least educated 
married-couple families.

Data on high school seniors from the 2003–04 MTF (see 
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 All teens ................................................................. 39.9 41.5 33.4 2–6.5
  Female ................................................................ 40.0 41.7 34.6 2–5.4
   High school student .......................................... 35.4 35.2 29.0 2–6.4
  Male  .................................................................... 39.8 41.4 32.3 2–7.5
   High school student .......................................... 33.2 34.9 25.1 2–8.0
    

Age
  16 years ............................................................... 25.2 25.5 18.5 2–6.8
  17 years ............................................................... 39.9 40.3 31.9 2–8.0
  18 years ............................................................... 45.6 48.0 40.9 2–4.7
  19 years ............................................................... 53.1 56.5 50.1 3–3.0
    

Family structure and parental
             education level

    
  Married-couple family1   ....................................... 41.8 42.8 35.6 2–6.3
   No high school degree ...................................... 28.3 33.3 30.2 1.8
   High school degree ........................................... 44.6 45.2 37.1 2–7.5
   Some college .................................................... 46.4 48.2 39.8 2–6.6
   4-year college degree ....................................... 41.5 42.9 35.0 2–6.5
   Professional or graduate degree ...................... 36.2 33.5 29.1 2–7.1
    
   Single-parent family ............................................. 34.3 38.3 26.9 2–7.4
   No high school degree ...................................... 24.6 28.9 18.0 2–6.5
   High school degree ........................................... 31.6 40.6 26.1 2–5.5
   Some college .................................................... 40.8 39.6 29.4 2–11.4
   4-year college degree ....................................... 38.8 41.7 32.0 4–6.7
   Professional or graduate degree ...................... 45.8 43.5 29.7 2–16.2
    

Race or ethnicity

  White, non-Hispanic ............................................ 45.9 47.5 38.9 2–7.0
  Minority ................................................................ 25.6 29.1 22.3 2–3.3
    

School enrollment and parental 
               education level

  High school dropout ............................................ 39.9 46.7 40.0 .0
  Not a student, high school graduate .................... 68.7 73.8 66.0 –2.7
  High school student ............................................. 34.2 35.1 27.0 2–7.2
  Parent has—
   No high school degree ...................................... 18.0 21.7 15.6 –2.3
   High school degree ........................................... 34.4 35.5 25.2 2–9.2
   Some college .................................................... 38.6 38.2 30.2 2–8.5
   4-year college degree ....................................... 36.2 38.6 30.6 2–5.6
   Professional or graduate degree ...................... 35.4 33.1 26.7 2–8.7
  College student ................................................... 45.1 47.3 41.0 2–4.1
    
 Sample size (all teens) ........................................... 12,042 12,472 13,587 …

  
Employment rate of teens aged 16 to 19 years, September–May 1995–96, 1999–2000, and 2003–04, 
by individual and family characteristics

 1995–96 1999–2000 2003–04   

 Percent of teens employed 
 

Table 1.

Percentage-
point change,

1995–96 to
2003–04

    
1 Parental education level is measured as the educational attainment 

of the more educated parent.    
2 Statistically significant at the 1-percent level.
3 Statistically significant at the 5-percent level.  

4 Statistically significant at the 10-percent level.

NOTE:  Data are from CPS outgoing rotations. Figures are weighted. 
Teens are still living at home with parent(s).

Category
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 All teens ................................................  39.4 32.3 2–7.2 40.2 34.6 2–5.6
      

Age

  16 years ..............................................  24.6 16.9 2–7.7 25.9 20.1 2–5.8
  17 years ..............................................  38.1 29.0 2–9.1 41.9 35.1 2–6.8
  18 years ..............................................  46.1 40.2 2–5.9 45.0 41.6 4–3.4
  19 years ..............................................  53.4 49.8 4–3.6 52.7 50.4 –2.3
      

Family structure and parental 
            education level

      
  Married-couple family1   ......................  41.9 34.9 2–7.0 41.8 36.2 2–5.6
   No high school degree .....................  28.5 31.4 3.0 28.2 28.7 .5
   High school degree ..........................  46.9 36.8 2–10.2 42.0 37.4 3–4.6
   Some college ...................................  44.6 39.1 2–5.5 48.4 40.5 2–8.0
   4-year college degree ......................  41.6 34.6 2–7.0 41.3 35.5 2–5.9
   Professional or graduate degree .....  36.5 27.0 2–9.5 35.9 31.4 4–4.5
      
  Single-parent family ............................  32.5 24.3 2–8.3 36.1 29.8 2–6.3
   No high school degree .....................  25.4 17.7 3–7.8 23.7 18.4 –5.4
   High school degree ..........................  29.0 23.0 3–6.1 34.7 29.2 4–5.4  
   Some college ...................................  39.3 25.2 2–14.1 42.5 34.4 2–8.1
   4-year college degree ......................  31.9 32.8 .9 46.2 31.3 2–14.9
   Professional or graduate degree .....  50.8 24.6 2–26.3 40.7 35.5 –5.2
      

Race or ethnicity

  White, non-Hispanic ...........................  45.1 37.7 2–7.4 46.7 40.1 2–6.6
  Minority ...............................................  25.9 21.2 2–4.7 25.3 23.5 –1.8
      

School enrollment and parental 
              education level

  High school dropout ...........................  45.4 44.0 –1.4 32.5 32.8 .3
  Not a student, high school graduate ...  72.1 65.9 3–6.3 65.0 66.3 1.2
  High school student ............................  32.8 25.1 2–7.6 35.1 29.0 2–6.1
  Parent has—
   No high school degree .....................  17.0 15.9 –1.1 18.5 15.4 –3.1
   High school degree ..........................  33.9 22.3 2–11.6 33.9 28.2 2–5.7
   Some college ...................................  35.9 27.6 2–8.2 41.1 33.0 2–8.1  
   4-year college degree ......................  34.7 30.6 4–4.1 37.7 30.6 2–7.1
   Professional or graduate degree .....  35.5 23.5 2–12.0 35.1 30.0 4–5.1
  College student ..................................  44.3 39.2 3–5.1 46.8 42.5 3–4.2
      
 Sample size (all teens) ..........................  6,514 7,138 … 6,060 6,449 …
      

Category

Employment rate of male teens and female teens aged 16 to 19 years, September–May 1995–96 
and 2000–04, by individual and family characteristics

     
 1995–96 2003–04  1995–96 2003–04 

Table 2.

Percentage-
point 

change,
1995–96 to

2003–04

Male teens Female teens

Percentage-
point 

change,
1995–96 to

2003–04

Employment
rate (percent)

Employment
rate (percent)

1 Parental education level is measured as the educational attain-
ment of the more educated parent.

2 Statistically significant at the 1-percent level.
3 Statistically significant at the 5-percent level. 

 4 Statistically significant at the 10-percent level.  

 NOTE: Data are from CPS outgoing rotations. Figures are weighted.  
Teens are still living at home with parent(s).
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 All Teens ................................................  19.1 33.8 18.2 31.7 2–0.9 3–2.2
  Female ...............................................  17.7 30.1 16.9 27.4 3.9 3–2.7
   High school student .........................  14.1 16.6 13.2 12.5 2–1.0 2–4.1
  Male ....................................................  20.4 37.3 19.5 35.9 3–.9 –1.4
   High school student .........................  15.3 20.0 14.0 16.3 2–1.2 2–3.7
      

Age

  16 years ..............................................  13.2 13.8 12.3 9.8 3–1.0 2–4.1
  17 years ..............................................  15.5 20.8 14.3 17.2 2–1.3 3–3.6
  18 years ..............................................  20.7 39.6 20.1 38.1 –.6 –1.6
  19 years ..............................................  24.9 53.9 23.6 52.0 3–1.3 –1.9
      

Family structure and parental
 education level

      
  Married-couple family1  .......................  18.8 32.5 17.9 30.5 2–.9 4–2.0
   No high school degree .....................  22.8 51.8 23.8 49.4 1.0 –2.4
   High school degree ..........................  21.2 39.6 20.2 38.6 4–1.1 –.9
   Some college ...................................  18.7 33.0 18.5 32.7 –.2 –.3
   4-year college degree ......................  16.7 25.6 15.0 19.7 2–1.7 2–5.9
   Professional or graduate degree .....  15.0 17.0 14.1 17.4 –.8 .4
      
  Single-parent family ............................  20.2 38.4 19.2 36.5 –1.0 –1.9
   No high school degree .....................  22.0 50.6 23.4 47.3 1.4 –3.3
   High school degree ..........................  21.3 41.8 19.8 41.3 –1.5 –.5
   Some college ...................................  19.1 34.6 19.8 39.1 .7 4.5
   4-year college degree ......................  19.3 31.6 16.7 23.2 4–2.6 –8.4
   Professional or graduate degree .....  17.6 24.4 12.6 14.3 3–5.0 –10.1
      

Race or ethnicity

  White, non-Hispanic ...........................  18.7 31.9 17.5 29.2 2–1.3 2–2.7
  Minority ...............................................  21.1 43.5 21.1 41.4 .0 –2.1
      

School enrollment and parental
 education level

 
   High school dropout ...........................  27.3 64.2 27.3 62.7 –.1 –1.6
   Not a student, high school graduate ...  31.6 75.9 31.2 78.5 –.3 2.6
   High school student ............................  14.7 18.4 13.6 14.3 2–1.1 2–4.0
   Parent has—
        No high school degree ..................  15.3 30.0 17.2 27.3 1.9 –2.7
        High school degree  ......................  16.1 21.9 14.6 19.2 2–1.5 –2.7
        Some college ................................  15.0 19.3 14.2 14.7 4–.8 2–4.7
        4-year college degree ...................  13.3 11.8 11.8 8.5 2–1.5 4–3.3
        Professional or graduate degree ...  12.6 11.2 11.7 8.7 –.9 –2.5
  College student ..................................  18.5 32.6 18.1 33.6 –.4 1.0
      
 Sample size (all teens) ..........................  5,126 5,126 4,851 4,851 … …
      

Category

Average hours worked per week by employed teens aged 16 to 19 years during the 1995–96 and 2003–04 
school years

Table 3.

1995–96
Percentage-point

change, 1995–96 to 2003–04

Percent with
20 or more
hours per

week

Average
hours

2003–04 

Average
hours

Percent with
20 or more
hours per

week

Average
hours

Percent with
20 or more
hours per

week

1 Parental education level is measured as the educational attain-
ment of the more educated parent.

2 Statistically significant at the 1-percent level.
3 Statistically significant at the 5-percent level.  

    

4 Statistically significant at the 10-percent level.  
    

NOTE: Data are from CPS outgoing rotations. Figures are weight-
ed.  Teens are still living at home with parent(s).
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table 4) reflect similar patterns. In families in which par-
ents either completed high school or had no high school 
degree, a much greater fraction of teens reported work-
ing more than 20 hours per week, compared with teens in 
families with college-educated parents.21 Moreover, as in 
the CPS data, this divide appears to have grown over time. 
Thus, at both the extensive and intensive margins, teens 
in more highly educated families are spending less time 
in paid employment. (That is, fewer such teens work, and 
those who do, work fewer hours.) In contrast, although 
employment for teens in less educated families also declined 
at the extensive margin, it did so by less, and hours worked at 
the intensive margin were virtually unchanged.

Recent trends in teen time use: MTF.  Trends in teen em-
ployment rates and conditional hours worked raise an ob-
vious question: how are those teens who are not employed 
(or who are working fewer hours) spending their time if 
not at paid work? The MTF data reported in tables 4 and 

5 provide some insight. Because teens in the most high-
ly educated families are working far less than in the past, 
one might expect that they would be devoting more hours 
to homework; yet, to the contrary, MTF figures on high 
school seniors’ time spent doing homework show virtually 
no change for those whose parents are the most educated 
(table 4), alongside a considerable reduction in homework 
time for teens in less educated families.22 As of 2003–04, 
67 percent to 71.1 percent of teens in families in which 
the most educated parent either completed high school 
or had no high school degree spent less than 5 hours per 
week on homework, whereas the corresponding range for 
teens whose most educated parent had completed col-
lege or gone even further was 49.3 percent to 58.8 per-
cent. These percentages are particularly striking in light 
of research which suggests that secondary school students 
must spend at least 5 hours per week on homework in or-
der to derive any measurable benefits in terms of academ-
ic achievement. 23

   

  
    

  More than 20
hours per week 
    at paid or 
  unpaid  work

 1975–76 .............  28.8 30.4 15.9 34.6 23.4 25.8 29.4 27.7 32.9 30.8 25.8 20.7
 2003–04 .............  225.5 225.9 226.7 226.7 24.2 26.9 225.0 30.4 32.6 30.0 322.8 216.4

Hours per week 
  on homework

 Less than 5:
  1975–76 ..........  54.5 54.4 55.8 58.5 50.7 55.0 54.5 60.8 63.9 47.4 45.6 47.1
  2003–04 ..........  261.9 261.4 365.2 263.9 257.9 267.1 258.8 67.0 271.1 264.6 258.8 49.3
 More than 10:
  1975-76 ..........  22.7 23.2 18.6 19.5 26.7 20.5 23.4 22.5 16.3 26.7 27.4 28.0
  2003–04 ..........  217.6 217.7 316.5 216.9 220.8 216.2 219.8 12.7 210.5 216.2 220.8 27.7

Sample size 

 1975–76 .............  2,960 2,427 302 1,491 1,469 590 2,530 349 933 403 487 310
 2003–04 .............  2,188 1,493 236 1,058 1,130 674 1,608 109 425 412 654 460

Category
and school

year Male

Family structure

Table 4.

Female

Parental education level1Race or ethnicity

Minority

Sex

All 
seniors

reporting

Percent of high school seniors reporting time spent on homework and on paid and unpaid work, by 
school year, 1975–76 and 2003–04

White,
non-

Hispanic

In
single-
parent
family

In
married-
couple
family

No
 high

school
degree

High
school
degree,

no
college

Some
college

4 years
of

college

More
than

4 years
of

college

1 In married-couple families, parental education level is measured 
as the educational attainment of the more educated parent.

 2 Statistically significant at the 1-percent level compared with 
1975–76 percentage.

 3 Statistically significant at the 5-percent level compared with 
1975–76 percentage.

 NOTE: Data are from MTF. Figures are weighted. 
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Table 5 presents MTF data on the percentage of teens 
engaging in various activities (apart from homework and 
paid or unpaid work) at least once per week. Although 
these data fail to capture the intensive margin, they sug-
gest little change in the percentage of teens watching tele-
vision or in the percentage playing sports or exercising, 
and large decreases in the percentage of teens helping out 
around the house and reading for leisure. Notably, how-
ever, teens in families in which the most educated parent 

either completed high school or had no high school de-
gree significantly increased the time they spent on creative 
writing, perhaps in conjunction with Internet or computer 
use, such as writing on blogs, and all teens (except those in 
families in which the most educated parent had no high 
school degree) substantially increased their participation 
in community or volunteer activities. One explanation for 
the rise in the rate of volunteering is that a growing frac-
tion of public and private high schools is mandating the 

   

  
    

 
Watch televison

 1975–76 .............  94.0 93.9 96.5 94.8 93.2 94.0 94.0 95.3 95.6 93.1 93.5 92.0
 2003–04 .............  495.3 495.4 98.0 95.5 395.6 94.7 495.6 98.2 95.8 95.6 496.1 94.1

Sports or 
 exercise

 1975–76 .............  68.4 68.7 67.1 74.2 62.3 67.5 68.6 60.1 68.5 69.8 70.2 74.9
 2003–04 .............  68.2 70.4 351.8 73.8 63.0 562.8 70.5 64.6 359.3 64.4 74.0 76.9

  Social activities 
 (friends, parties)            
 1975–76 .............  87.8 88.0 86.4 89.2 86.3 84.7 88.5 84.6 89.7 87.9 90.8 85.9
 2003–04 .............  86.9 87.8 479.3 88.4 85.4 87.0 86.9 475.0 383.1 89.5 90.6 89.3

Work around 
the house

 1975–76 .............  78.1 77.6 81.4 76.8 80.1 77.7 78.2 81.0 79.9 76.2 77.7 73.3
 2003–04 .............  359.2 357.3 369.7 360.7 357.1 359.1 359.3 572.2 363.9 358.5 359.3 353.7

Read books,
magazines

 1975–76 .............   85.7 86.3 84.7 84.7 87.7 83.4 86.2 82.1 84.6 86.2 89.2 91.2
 2003–04 .............  367.5 366.9 371.8 362.9 372.4 365.5 368.3 357.2 357.7 367.5 372.4 375.1

  Creative writing            
 1975–76 .............  14.5 13.7 18.7 11.5 17.8 17.0 14.0 12.6 11.6 17.7 16.3 21.6
 2003–04 .............  319.4 317.0 329.7 315.3 323.3 20.6 319.3 326.9 316.6 20.8 19.3 20.3

Community or 
volunteer service            
 1975–76 .............  7.8 7.1 12.2 7.2 8.7 7.2 8.0 9.3 6.2 7.3 8.3 10.8
 2003–04 .............  314.2 313.2 14.9 312.2 316.3 314.3 314.2 10.4 311.5 314.4 315.1 316.5

Sample size
 1975–76 .............  2,960 2,427 302 1,491 1,469 590 2,530 349 933 403 487 310
 2003–04 .............  2,188 1,493 236 1,058 1,130 674 1,608 109 425 412 654 460
 

Activity
and school

year Male

Family structure

Table 5.

Female

Parental education level2Race or ethnicity

Minority

Sex

All 
seniors

reporting

Percent of high school seniors reporting engaging in various activities at least once a week, by 
school year, 1975–76 and 2003–041

White,
non-

Hispanic

In
single-
parent
family

In
married-
couple
family

No
high

school
degree

High
school
degree,

no
college

Some
college

4 years
of

college

More
than

4 years
of

college

1 MTF asks about several other activities, including going to the 
movies; going to rock concerts; riding around in a car (or motorcycle) 
just for fun; playing a musical instrument or singing; doing art or craft 
work; time spent alone; going to a shopping mall; going to taverns, 
bars, or nightclubs; and going to video arcades.  No significant change 
occurred in the participation rate of high school seniors in these 
activities between 1975–76 and 2003–04.

2 In married-couple families, parental education level is measured as 

the educational attainment of the more educated parent.
3 Statistically significant at the 1-percent level compared with 

1975–76 percentage.
4 Statistically significant at the 5-percent level compared with 

1975–76 percentage.
5 Statistically significant at the 10-percent level compared with 

1975–76 percentage.
NOTE: Data are from MTF. Figures are weighted.   
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completion of service-learning or community service ac-
tivities by students as one of their high school graduation 
requirements.24

2003–04 ATUS sample

This section takes advantage of newly available data from 
the 2003 and 2004 American Time Use Survey (ATUS), 
conducted by the Bureau of Labor Statistics, to under-
stand how teens currently are spending their time at the 
intensive margin if they are not in paid employment. ATUS 
households are selected from households that completed 
their last (eighth) CPS household interview. Conducted 2 
to 5 months after the last CPS interview, the ATUS ran-
domly selects one respondent per household, aged 15 or 
older, to answer questions about his or her time-use activ-
ities during the past 24 hours in a time diary format, in 
addition to other questions. In the time diary portion of 
the survey, the respondent lists the activities that he or she 
engaged in during the previous day in sequential order, as 
well as how long each activity lasted.

In the ATUS analysis, the same restrictions are applied 
to the sample as those applied to the CPS sample, with one 
exception. That is, the data are restricted to teen respond-
ents who live at home with at least one parent25 and who 
also are not married or cohabiting, or a parent, themselves. 
The lone exception is that the teen sample is broadened to 
include those aged 15 years (in addition to 16- to 19-year-
olds). Data on 15-year-olds are included throughout the 
analysis (except for table 6) because these data provide a 
useful window into teens’ allocation of time.

Data on the teens’ parents’ characteristics and teens’ 
completed level of schooling are drawn from the last 
month of the CPS and are referred to here as the “linked 
CPS data.” Data on teens’ current school enrollment are 
obtained from the ATUS. Teens’ school status (high school 
student, high school graduate only, college student, or high 
school dropout) is identified by combining information 
from the linked CPS and the ATUS. High school dropouts 
are defined as those teens who indicate that they are not 
enrolled in school at any level (ATUS) and are not identi-
fied as having completed high school (linked CPS).26

As in the CPS and MTF trend analyses, time use is analyzed 
for those teens who respond to the time diary during school-
year months only. The one difference is that the ATUS analysis 
is based on teen reports provided during all school months of 
2003 and all school months of 2004, rather than just during 
the 2003–04 school year (as was done for the MTF and CPS 
outgoing rotation groups), to increase the sample size.

Responses on time-use activities are coded by the Bu-

reau of Labor Statistics into any of 17 major categories, 
105 second-tier categories, and 438 third-tier categories.27 
Then they are aggregated, with appropriate weights, in 
this article, to yield the weekly average hours estimates of 
time use shown in tables 6-9.28 Responses with zero hours 
are included; thus, estimates of average paid hours worked 
may differ sharply from the estimates of conditional hours 
worked presented in table 3.

The advantage the ATUS affords for this article is that it 
provides the first estimates of what will be regularly avail-
able information on the time use of teens (and other in-
dividuals). A disadvantage is the small sample size for this 
group: as shown in appendix table A–1, the ATUS teen 
sample is one-tenth the size of the teen sample from the 
outgoing rotations of the CPS. (The ATUS sample is re-
stricted to those aged 16 years and older in appendix table 
A–1 and table 6, for purposes of comparability.) The de-
sign of the ATUS raises some concerns about the selectiv-
ity of the sample, and these concerns are particularly rele-
vant to teens, because younger people tend to be especially 
mobile.29 Suppose a teen is randomly selected for inter-
view from the CPS, but subsequently exits the household. 
Then that teen will not be included in the ATUS sample. 
One consequence, as can be seen in appendix table A–1, 
is that the ATUS includes a smaller fraction of 19-year-
olds, and thus a smaller fraction of those who are enrolled 
in college, than does the CPS. Although this distinction 
is useful to keep in mind, the focus of much of the ATUS 
analysis conducted in this article is on time-use patterns 
of enrolled high school youth, who tend to be aged 15 to 
18 years. 

The top portion of table 6 compares two estimates of 
hours worked from the ATUS: (1) usual hours worked, col-
lected from the teen’s response to the question “How many 
hours per week do you usually work at your job?” and (2) 
estimates of actual hours spent in paid work, drawn from 
the teen’s time diary responses (ATUS time diary). These 
figures tend to be fairly close, but are not identical. Differ-
ences may arise due to (1) discrepancies between work ac-
tivities yesterday compared with what is usual, (2) which 
activities the teen describes as paid work, or (3) biases that 
arise in retrospective responses to usual hours worked.30

Information on usual hours worked also is taken from 
the linked CPS data. An important caveat is that these 
data are obtained several months prior to data collection 
from the ATUS, reducing comparability because teens’ 
work activities fluctuate over the calendar year, especially 
from summer to the school year. Another caveat, relevant 
to estimates of teen time use calculated from the linked 
CPS data and from the CPS outgoing rotations (bottom 
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  For teens who 
  participated in 
  ATUS, school 
     months, 
  2003 and 2004

 Estimates 
  generated 
  from ATUS 
  data:
   Actual hours 
     worked per
     week (from 
     time diary) ....  9.0 11.1 5.7 10.1 7.9 9.2 9.0 5.9 2.6 6.6 6.9 6.7 4.0

  Usual hours 
    worked per 
    week ..............  8.8 10.3 6.3 9.4 8.1 9.2 8.6 6.2 4.8 7.4 7.0 5.8 4.4
  Percent 
    employed ......  43.8 52.6 27.6 43.2 44.5 40.0 45.2 38.4 21.0 41.9 42.7 39.2 37.3

 Estimates
  generated from             
  linked CPS
  data:2

   Usual hours
     worked per
     week ............  6.6 8.9 2.9 6.6 6.7 6.0 6.9 4.2 2.9 4.2 4.8 3.8 4.4
   Percent 
     employed  ....  34.8 45.8 15.4 32.2 37.6 31.2 36.1 27.8 17.1 29.8 27.6 27.4 34.3

 Sample size .......  1,285 904 311 672 613 384 901 946 92 216 271 220 147

   For teens in
   households
 that participated 
 in CPS (outgoing 
      rotations), 
       2003–04
        school 
          year

 Estimates 
  generated from .             
  CPS data:
   Usual hours 
    worked per
    week ..............  6.1 6.8 4.7 6.3 5.8 5.2 6.4 3.7 2.7 3.7 4.3 3.6 3.1
   Percent 
    employed ......   33.4 38.9 22.3 32.3 34.6 26.9 35.6 27.0 15.6 25.2 30.2 30.6 26.7

 Sample size .......  13,587 9,555 3,194 7,138 6,449 3,264 10,323 9,235 791 2,400 2,847 1,925 1,272

Source
of data Male

Family 
structure

Table 6.

Female

Enrolled in high school, by parental education level1Race or ethnicity

Minority

Sex

All 
teens

reporting
White,
non-

Hispanic

In
single-
parent
family

In
married-
couple
family

No
high

school
degree

High
school
degree,

no
college

Some
college

4 years
of

college

Professional
or

graduate
degree

All 
teens

reporting

NOTE: For the characteristics of the two survey samples, see 
appendix table A–1. All figures are weighted.

1 In married-couple families, parental education level is measured 
as the educational attainment of the more educated parent.

2 Figures are from CPS survey administered 2 to 5 months earlier. 

Comparison of employment rates and hours worked from CPS outgoing rotations, 2003–04 school year, 
and American Time Use Survey, school months 2003 and school months 2004, teens aged 16 to 19 years
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of table 6), is that the CPS permits proxy reports. Thus, it 
is often the teen’s parent or head of household who an-
swers the survey questions about the teen’s usual hours 
worked, in contrast to the teen him- or herself, who pro-
vides a self-report in the ATUS. (See appendix exhibit A–
1.) The difference in the two types of report can best be 
seen by comparing estimates (provided by teens) of usual 
hours worked during school months from the ATUS with 
estimates (often, proxy reports) of usual hours worked per 
week during school months from the CPS outgoing rota-
tions. As table 6 shows, self-reported figures considerably 
exceed proxy reports of work activity, presumably because 
teens know more about what they are doing.

In tables 7–9, all information on teens’ hours worked 
is based on their own self-reports from the question on 
usual hours worked and on the time diary section of the 
ATUS. Teens’ activities documented in the time diary are 
separated into 15 key activities, as described in appendix 
exhibit A–2. Among these activities are time spent in paid 
work, housework, playing sports, traditional activities (ex-
tracurricular activities plus hobbies, reading, and writing), 
screen time (television plus computer use for games and 
leisure), hanging out (including thinking, relaxing, social-
izing, and watching sports), and leisure shopping (shop-
ping at stores, but excluding shopping for food, gas, or 
groceries).

ATUS findings on teen time use 

Although some existing research has focused on teens’ 
detailed time-use patterns,31 far less is known about how 
these patterns vary by parental education.32 Table 7 shows 
that teen time use differs relatively little across fami-
ly structure (married-couple, as opposed to single-par-
ent, family), but much more markedly by race or ethnicity, 
sex, school enrollment status, and parental education. For 
instance, as the table indicates, male teens spend much 
less time doing homework and housework, and more time 
being engaged in paid work, sports, and screen activities, 
than do their female counterparts. Also, minority teens 
spend at least 50 percent more time commuting to school 
and considerably less time (5.1 hours compared with 9.3 
hours) performing paid work than do white, non-Hispan-
ic teens, and, as would be expected, work hours of high 
school dropouts considerably exceed those of enrolled high 
school students.

Tables 7 (bottom panel), 8, and 9, which provide figures 
on enrolled high school students only, confirm a number 
of striking patterns previously identified in the other data 
sets. First, as in MTF, time spent in homework increas-

es dramatically with parental education, ranging from 
slightly more than 4 hours per week for teens in the least 
educated families to as much as 9 hours per week for teens 
in the most highly educated families. (See table 7.) More-
over, as shown in table 8 for female teens and table 9 for 
male teens, girls enrolled in high school spend consider-
ably more time (6.9 hours) on homework than do their 
male counterparts (4.7 hours).

Data on paid work from both the “usual hours worked” 
question and the time diary further confirm the “hill” re-
lationship between teen employment and parental edu-
cation identified earlier in tables 1 and 2. For instance, 
as shown in Table 7, average hours spent in paid work 
(from the time diary) were highest, around 5.9 hours per 
week, for teens whose most educated parent had complet-
ed some college only and were substantially lower in the 
least and most highly educated families (2.3 and 3.4 hours 
per week, respectively).

Finally, the ATUS data indicate that teens in the most 
highly educated families spend considerably more time on 
“traditional activities,” defined as extracurricular activities, 
hobbies, reading, and writing. Although the ATUS data do 
not enable one to identify whether teens in highly educat-
ed families are being increasingly channeled into these ac-
tivities or others, rather than into paid employment, they 
demonstrate the stark difference in teen time use by pa-
rental education at a recent point in time.

Implications and summary

What implications do these patterns and trends have for 
teens’ future success? Academic research provides some 
indication of those teen time-use activities which are 
more “productive” than others. Theoretically, teen employ-
ment may yield positive or negative benefits. On the one 
hand, teen employment provides benefits such as building 
good work habits. In addition, such employment may ease 
strained family finances if teen earnings offset what would 
have been parental expenditures. On the other hand, teen 
employment may reduce the quality or amount of human 
capital acquired to the extent that employment displac-
es time or attention devoted to schooling.33 Although the 
empirical evidence is mixed, it appears to indicate that 
teens often benefit from holding paid employment, but 
also suggests that working too many hours (more than 20 
hours per week) has detrimental consequences.34 Research 
also provides some information on the impact of alterna-
tive uses of teen time. Not surprisingly, for instance, teens 
who spend more time completing homework are more 
likely to go to college.35 In addition, academic achieve-
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Activity

Sex

Table 7.

School enrollment1Race or ethnicity

Minority

All 
teens

reporting

Estimate of average weekly hours spent in selected activities by teens aged 15 to 19 years, school months
2003 and school months 2004

White,
non-

Hispanic

In
single-
parent
family

In
married-
couple
family

Enrolled
in

college

High
school
degree,

no
college

High
school
dropout

Enrolled
in high
school

Professional
or

graduate
degree

Female

 Personal ...........  70.79 69.56 73.24 70.39 71.24 73.00 70.00 77.81 71.01 75.08 70.09
 School ...............  21.22 19.93 23.47 20.61 21.88 21.46 21.14 2.30 10.56 .00 25.41
 Homework.........  5.45 5.40 4.77 4.25 6.77 4.07 5.95 .40 7.33 1.84 5.76
 Paid work ..........  7.59 9.25 5.07 8.43 6.67 8.10 7.41 17.34 13.82 24.37 4.87
 Housework ........  4.02 4.17 3.86 3.23 4.88 4.51 3.84 7.59 5.40 3.86 3.46
 Household 
  care .................  .77 .75 .81 .53 1.05 .64 .82 1.89 .85 .70 .69
 Nonhousehold 
  care ................  1.51 1.86 .93 1.23 1.82 1.79 1.41 2.22 2.09 2.09 1.33
 Play sports ........  4.71 5.00 4.40 6.20 3.06 4.38 4.84 3.17 2.27 5.09 5.26
 Traditional 
  activities  .........  1.55 1.76 1.11 1.20 1.94 .92 1.77 1.34 .87 .92 1.69
 Screen time ......  20.59 20.10 21.37 23.45 17.44 21.64 20.20 21.71 17.89 27.68 20.71
 Hanging out ......  12.24 12.54 11.89 12.24 12.25 12.03 12.32 15.38 13.78 11.14 11.83
 Leisure 
  shopping .........  2.70 2.91 2.23 2.16 3.29 2.35 2.82 2.96 5.25 2.14 2.30
 Organizations....  2.36 2.35 2.24 2.00 2.74 1.68 2.61 3.67 1.90 1.64 2.36
 Work-related 
  travel ...............  .63 .79 .36 .70 .55 .75 .58 1.45 .85 2.04 .44
 Education-
 related travel .....  1.64 1.37 2.04 1.50 1.79 1.67 1.63 .22 2.17 .00 1.74
 Usual hours 
  worked per 
  week ...............  7.33 8.67 5.20 7.76 6.86 7.83 7.15 14.03 11.34 25.31 5.01
 Percent enrolled 
  in high school .  76.8 72.9 84.0 75.2 78.6 78.8 76.1 0.0 0.0 4.1 100.0
 Percent 
  employed  .......  38.2 46.2 23.9 37.1 39.3 36.4 38.8 52.5 52.8 67.8 32.6
 Sample size  .....  1,625 1,140 397 852 773 480 1,145 88 195 64 1,277

Male

Family
structure

All 
teens

reporting

No
high

school
degree

High
school
degree,

no
college

Some
college

4  years
of

college

Enrolled in high school by parental education level2

 Personal ...........  70.09 72.83 70.47 70.81 68.79 67.92
 School ...............  25.41 28.49 23.47 24.75 27.10 25.29
 Homework.........  5.76 4.33 4.17 5.64 6.00 9.01
 Paid work ..........  4.87 2.27 5.26 5.87 5.51 3.35
 Housework ........  3.46 3.93 4.23 3.54 2.86 2.64
 Household 
  care ................  .69 .31 .69 .76 .61 .89
 Nonhousehold 
  care ................  1.33 1.33 1.36 1.72 .98 .98
 Play sports ........  5.26 6.30 6.05 4.29 5.22 5.17
 Traditional 
  activities  .........  1.69 .52 .81 1.68 2.52 2.79
 Screen time ......  20.71 20.37 22.04 20.23 19.84 21.07
 Hanging out ......  11.83 11.87 13.50 11.55 9.94 12.28
 Leisure 
  shopping .........  2.30 2.02 2.72 2.15 1.97 2.53
 Organizations....  2.36 .82 2.52 2.53 2.72 2.24
 Work-related 
  travel ...............  .44 .16 .54 .53 .48 .30
 Education-
  related travel ...  1.74 3.16 1.71 1.34 1.71 1.60
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1 Categories are identified on the basis of information on degree 
completed from linked CPS (2–5 months prior to ATUS) and information 
on enrollment from ATUS. High school dropouts are defined as teens 
who had not completed high school at the time of the CPS interview 
and who were not enrolled in any schooling at the time of the ATUS 

ment, particularly in mathematics, has been found to de-
cline as the time youths spend working at paid employ-
ment or around the house, socializing with friends, or 
watching television increases.36 Research suggests as well 
that engagement in extracurricular and service-learning 
activities yields positive benefits. Participation in these ac-
tivities has been found to reduce dropping out of high 
school, criminal behavior, early childbearing, smoking, 
and the use of drugs and alcohol. Participation in struc-
tured youth sports appears to yield potentially negative as 
well as positive effects.37

All of these findings provide insight into the impli-
cations of current trends and patterns in teen time use. 
Teens in families with less education spend less time each 
week on homework and reading than they did 30 years 
ago, a fact that raises concern, given the positive link be-
tween homework for this age group and academic success. 
They are, however, more likely than in the past to engage 
in creative writing each week. In addition, rates of partic-
ipation in community or volunteer activities increased for 
all teens (except those with parents with the least amount 
of education, who already were volunteering at relatively 
high rates), which may yield positive effects. Employment 
rates for teens in families with less education declined far 
less than for teens in more educated families, but whether 
that trend is favorable or unfavorable is difficult to assess. 

For teens in families with less education, observed de-
clines may be related to a spatial mismatch between jobs 
and home, a lack of transportation, or reduced opportuni-
ties, all critical issues that require further exploration.

In general, teens in families with more education sub-
stantially decreased the time they spent in paid employment, 
at both the intensive and extensive margins, and increased 
their rate of volunteerism. Especially in more highly edu-
cated families, trends for teens suggest some substitution of 
volunteer work for paid work, perhaps to enhance their col-
lege prospects, as is suggested by anecdotal media reports, 
or due to high school graduation requirements. Whether 
this shift yields the expected benefits is not yet clear.

This article has provided only a first step in examining 
teens’ time use and its implications. In the future, it will be 
possible to use data from the ATUS to examine trends in 
teen time use. The article emphasizes the point that teens 
spend time in a variety of activities, not just one activi-
ty in isolation.38 However, existing research has focused 
principally on the benefits and costs of one activity at 
a time. To understand more fully the likely overall im-
pact of documented shifts in teen employment patterns, 
future research is needed to examine the differential 
benefits derived from work, school, and extracurricu-
lar activities separately and from various combinations 
of these activities.

All 
teens

reporting

No
high

school
degree

High
school
degree,

no
college

Some
college

4  years
of

college

Professional
or

graduate
degree

Continued—Estimate of average weekly hours spent in selected activities by teens aged 15 to 19 years, 
school months 2003 and school months 2004

Activity

interview. This group likely includes some individuals who graduated 
from high school after the CPS interview.

2 In married-couple families, parental education level is measured 
as the educational attainment of the more educated parent.

 SOURCE: American Time Use Survey, 

Table 7.

 Usual hours 
  worked per 
  week ..................  5.01 3.96 6.00 5.71 4.64 3.42
 Percent enrolled 
  in high school ....  100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
 Percent 
  employed  ..........  32.6 19.5 35.0 37.1 33.2 29.2

 Sample size  ........  1,277 117 295 376 279 210
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Activity

Family 
structure

Table 8.

Enrolled in high school, by parental eduction level 1Race or ethnicity

Minority

All
female
teens

reporting

Estimate of average weekly hours spent in selected activities by female teens aged 15 to 19 years, 
school months 2003 and school months 2004

White,
non-

Hispanic

In
single-
parent
family

In
married-
couple
family

No

No
high

school
degree

High
school
degree,

no
college

Some
college

4 years
of

college

Professional
or

graduate
degree

All
female
teens

reporting

1 In married-couple families, parental education level is measured as 
the educational attainment of the more educated parent.

NOTE: All figures are weighted. See appendix exhibit A–1 for 

definitions of activities.
SOURCE: American Time Use Survey.

 Personal ...........  71.24 70.57 72.59 73.45 70.37 70.77 72.20 71.50 70.06 69.84 71.40
 School ...............  21.88 19.94 25.98 21.07 22.20 25.32 32.55 22.30 24.53 27.32 25.25
 Homework.........  6.77 6.24 6.61 5.16 7.40 6.93 5.03 4.50 7.04 7.62 10.63
 Paid work ..........  6.67 8.01 4.69 8.05 6.12 4.73 2.69 5.77 6.76 2.81 2.83
 Housework ........  4.88 4.94 4.87 5.17 4.77 4.21 6.82 5.13 3.56 3.47 3.38
 Household 
  care ................  1.05 1.01 1.08 .73 1.17 .90 .53 .74 .90 .95 1.28 
 Nonhousehold 
  care ................  1.82 2.47 .69 2.59 1.51 1.64 1.05 1.58 2.16 1.34 1.38
 Play sports ........  3.06 3.90 1.59 2.24 3.39 3.27 2.76 3.10 2.63 4.40 3.38
 Traditional 
  activities  .........  1.94 2.05 1.65 1.34 2.17 2.10 .87 .85 2.15 3.41 2.83
 Screen time ......  17.44 17.22 18.20 18.87 16.88 17.86 16.84 19.54 18.64 15.34 17.79
 Hanging out ......  12.25 12.62 11.67 11.89 12.39 12.07 12.22 14.29 12.73 9.52 10.65
 Leisure 
  shopping .........  3.29 3.47 2.73 3.26 3.30 2.82 2.55 3.65 2.75 2.21 2.47
 Organizations....  2.74 2.74 2.50 1.95 3.05 2.94 1.08 3.28 3.02 3.86 2.08
 Work-related 
  travel ...............  .55 .63 .47 .82 .44 .46 .19 .80 .49 .30 .25
 Education-
  related travel ...  1.79 1.45 2.38 1.68 1.84 1.79 3.59 1.70 1.15 1.82 2.20
 Usual hours
  worked 
  per week .........  6.86 8.20 4.48 7.22 6.72 4.90 2.56 6.66 6.04 3.56 3.13
 Percent 
  enrolled in 
  high school .....  78.6 75.6 85.1 80.7 77.8 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
 Percent
  employed  .......  39.3 47.7 23.7 36.4 40.4 35.1 14.6 38.6 43.1 31.9 30.7
 Sample size  .....  773 553 175 233 540 610 54 140 180 125 111
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Activity

Family 
structure

Table 9.

Enrolled in high school, by parental eduction level 1Race or ethnicity

Minority

All
male
teens

reporting

Estimate of average weekly hours spent in selected activities by male teens aged 15 to 19 years, 
school months 2003 and school months 2004

White,
non-

Hispanic

In
single-
parent
family

In
married-
couple
family

No
high

school
degree

High
school
degree,

no
college

Some
college

4 years
of

college

Professional
or

graduate
degree

All
male
teens

reporting

1 In married-couple families, parental education level is measured as 
the educational attainment of the more educated parent.

NOTE: All figures are weighted. See appendix exhibit A–1 for 

definitions of activities.
SOURCE: American Time Use Survey.

 Personal ...........  70.39 68.57 73.80 72.65 69.67 69.48 73.37 69.66 71.56 67.98 64.33
 School ...............  20.61 19.91 21.44 21.88 20.21 25.50 25.86 24.86 25.00 26.93 25.29
 Homework.........  4.25 4.60 3.28 2.99 4.69 4.66 3.81 3.86 4.34 4.54 7.43
 Paid work ..........  8.43 10.46 5.35 8.02 8.53 5.00 1.84 4.66 5.04 7.83 2.97
 Housework ........  3.23 3.46 3.04 3.85 3.04 2.77 1.75 3.30 3.49 2.28 1.98
 Household 
  care ................  .53 .50 .59 .55 .51 .49 .13 .63 .67 .26 .53
 Nonhousehold 
  care ................  1.23 1.29 1.12 .94 1.32 1.04 1.49 1.16 1.26 .60 .59
 Play sports ........  6.20 6.09 6.66 6.60 6.11 7.11 8.91 9.13 5.73 5.94 6.83
 Traditional 
  activities  .........  1.20 1.47 .66 .49 1.43 1.31 .29 .79 1.19 1.68 2.59
 Screen time ......  23.45 22.81 23.96 24.45 23.08 23.40 22.85 24.66 21.74 24.06 24.48
 Hanging out ......  12.24 12.48 12.07 12.18 12.27 11.59 11.57 12.41 10.47 10.40 13.86
 Leisure 
  shopping .........  2.16 2.36 1.84 1.43 2.40 1.81 1.63 1.74 1.63 1.71 2.54
 Organizations....  2.00 1.97 2.03 1.37 2.22 1.80 .62 1.57 2.06 1.72 2.80
 Work-related 
  travel ...............  .70 .94 .28 .65 .70 .43 .12 .24 .57 .66 .37
 Education-
  related travel ...  1.50 1.29 1.76 1.66 1.44 1.68 2.88 1.72 1.54 1.59 1.07

 Usual hours 
  worked per 
  week ...............  7.76 9.12 5.79 8.45 7.53 5.11 4.94 5.29 5.41 5.67 3.71
 Percent 
  enrolled in 
  high school .....  75.2 70.4 83.1 76.8 74.6 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0
 Percent 
  employed  .......  37.1 44.9 24.0 36.4 37.4 30.3 22.9 31.1 31.5 34.5 27.7

 Sample size  .....  852 587 222 247 605 667 63 155 196 154 99
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APPENDIX:  Table and exhibits

Characteristic

                                                    Age1

 
 16 years .....................................................................................................  0.31 0.30
 17 years .....................................................................................................  .31 .29
 18 years .................................................................................................... . 23 .23
 19 years .....................................................................................................  .15 .19
  
                                    Teen’s education level2

 
 High school student ....................................................................................  .72 .67
 College student ......................................................................................... . 16 .20
 High school graduate, no college ...............................................................  .05 .08
 High school dropout ...................................................................................  .07 .07
  
            Educational level of parent with highest education3

 No high school degree ...............................................................................  .11 .10
 High school degree ....................................................................................  .23 .26
 Some college .............................................................................................  .29 .30
 4 years of college  ......................................................................................  .21 .20
 Professional or graduate degree ................................................................  .15 .14
  
                                         Race or ethnicity3

 White, non-Hispanic ...................................................................................  .62 .66
 Minority (Hispanic or African-American) .....................................................  .33 .29

 Sample size ................................................................................................  1,285 13,587
  

Comparison of sample characteristics from CPS outgoing rotations, 2003-04 school year, and American
Time Use Survey, school months 2003 and school months 2004, proportions of teens aged 16 to 19 years 

 ATUS CPS outgoing rotations  

Table A–1.

1 Calculated for the ATUS sample on the basis of age at the ATUS 
interview.  

2 Calculated for the ATUS sample on the basis of the teen’s 
educational attainment at the time of the CPS and the teen’s 

enrollment at the time of the ATUS interview.
3 Calculated for the ATUS sample from the linked CPS.
NOTE: For comparison of hours estimates, see table 6. All figures 

are weighted.
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Data source

 Linked CPS  2–5 months prior to ATUS survey Usual hours worked Proxy reports permitted
   
 ATUS survey  School months  
  Time diary   Actual hours worked  Teen self-report
  Demographic questions   Usual hours worked Teen self-report
   
 Outgoing CPS rotations  School months Usual hours worked Proxy reports permitted
   
 MTF  School months Average hours per week Teen self-report

Definitions of work measures1     

 Time frame of data Work Measure Type of report  

Exhibit A–1.

Activity

 Personal   Grooming, sleeping, travel time 010000–019999, 170100–170199
 School  Any class 060101–060199
 Homework  For any class 060301–060399
 Paid work  On all jobs and income-generating activities 050101–050399
 Housework  Including travel time 020000–020902, 170201–170299, 020905, 020999,         
           029999
 Household care  Including travel time 030100–039999, 170300–170399
 Nonhousehold care  Including travel time 040100–049999, 170400–170499
 Play sports  Actively engaged (excludes watching) 130101–130199, 171301
 Traditional activities   Extracurricular activities, hobbies, reading, writing 060201–060299, 120309–120311, 120312,120313
 Screen time  Television and DVD watching and leisure-time  120303–120304, 120307–120308
          computer use (surfing and computer games). 
          Note: also includes board games (activity cannot 
          be separated from computer games) 
 Hanging out  Watching sports, attending parties, “relaxing,” 130201–130299, 120101–120299, 120301–120302,
          listening to music, attending events,    120305–120306,120401–120499, 160100–160102,
          phoning friends, related travel time    171201–171299, 171302
 Leisure shopping  Excludes shopping for groceries, food, gas 070104, 170702
 Organizations  Civic, volunteer, and religious 140101–149999, 150101–159999, 100201–100299,  
           100303, 171004, 171401–171499, 171501–171599
 Work-related travel  Travel time related to work 170501–170503
 School-related travel  Travel time related to educational activities 170601
  
 Omitted  Eating, business phone calls, buying goods and 
          services (excluding “leisure” shopping),
          household and personal e-mail and mail, 
          job search, and travel not elsewhere classified. 

ATUS codes and definitions     

 Details Codes 

Exhibit A–2.

1 Work measured is paid work for all sources except MTF, for which work measured is both paid and unpaid work.


