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This presentation…

Uses a very big cross-national 
comparative micro-analytic dataset, the 
Multinational Time Use Study, to look at 
extremely simple descriptive historical 
trends…

…produces pictures of historical social 
change unobtainable from any other 
source, and showing some rather 
unexpected results. 



The MTUS currently consists of:

• 90 nationally representative time use surveys 

• 25 countries (Europe, N&S America, Australia) 

• earliest dataset 1961, latest 2015

• 1.45 million diary days.

Harmonised surveys for download:

• Core file for all surveys (25/69 activity totals)

• Sequence file 40 surveys (primry, secry, locn etc)

• Demographics (20 classificatory variables)

Multinational Time Use Study
(MTUS)



1961-71 1974-79 1980-82 1983-89 1990-94 1995-99 2000-04 2005-09 2010-15

Austria 25233 25233

Australia 1491 3181 13806 14315 13617 46410

Belgium 2060 2060

Bulgaria 2064 14714 16778

Canada 2138 8750 9618 25233 10726 19597 15390 91452

Czech Rep 1847 1847

Germany 4759 25812 35813 32105 98489

Denmark 4173 3584 6617 14374

Spain 51813 19295 71108

Finland 12038 15219 10076 7480 44813

France 2702 4633 16047 15441 27903 66726

Hungary 1944 24568 8391 34903

Israel 4843 4843

Italy 2116 38110 51206 40944 41229 173605

S Korea 85906 63268 40526 189700

Netherland 9163 19110 22841 23905 22589 12691 15428 125727

Norway 6516 6066 6129 7675 26386

Peru 777 777

Poland 2686 40292 76657 119635

Serbia 1966 1966
Sweden 7065 7747 14812

Slovenia 2004 12273 14277

UK 9292 20252 16344 2005 20973 4941 15196 89003

US 2017 7088 3339 10585 2351 34693 64085 13260 162340

S Africa 14302 14302

46945 54665 36042 128283 142611 163409 338264 262207 218759 1,451,566



Multinational Time Use Study
at 15 October 2018

Representative national samples of population-days across 
the year.

Weighted to provide appropriate balances of days-of-the-
week.

1960s Szalai 12 country comparative study sample 
“individuals in households with at least one member in 
manufacturing or service employment in an urban area” 
(coloured red in the table)

• for this reason Szalai surveys excluded from long-term 
historical comparisons following

• next version of MTUS with occupation and urbanicity
variables other surveys to allow Szalai surveys inclusion

1980s Canada and France (coloured green in the table) with 
uncorrected problems, are excluded from the analysis.



• Paid work time converges, from a broader range in 1960s to narrower 

concentration 250-300 minutes per day for working aged adults. Unpaid 

work time also converges over the period to around 180-250 

minutes per day. 

• Leisure time levels off at around 350 minutes per day for the 

richest countries. 

• Sleep and personal care remains at 580 to 640 minutes per day 

throughout the period. 

• “Isowork”: Regular  gender convergence, men more unpaid work, 

women more paid. But women still do >60% of unpaid work.

• totals of paid plus unpaid work essentially unchanging, clustering 

around 450 to 500 minutes (approximately eight hours) per day.

Main Findings
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The Hebrew “work” (prohibited on the Sabbath by the 

Fourth Commandment) is “m’lacha”, literally “what one is 

sent to do”…. 

… which nicely fits the standard economists’ definition of work, 

the “third person criterion” (Reid 1934, Hawrylyshn 1974):  

Work is anything that you might ask a third party to do on 

your behalf without losing the direct utility that derives 

from it.  

• You could pay someone to cook food for your household, or 

you could cook it yourself: so cooking is “work” irrespective 

of whether you actually pay for it.  

• Similarly, going to the theatre is not work because you would 

derive no benefit if you paid someone to do it for you. 

What’s work?



The leisure society:  push factors

JS Mill’s Political Economy (1st Ed. 1846) 

• push from the unwelcome nature of work. 

• Technological progress => saturation of wants

• economic steady state => shorter hours of work. 

JM Keynes (1924) 

• “Economic prospects for our grandchildren” lecture.

• Technological innovation “…like compound interest”

• Wants saturated within two generations

Joffre Dumazadier (1963) (vers une civilisation du loisir)
• “escape from the necessity of work” 



The leisure society:  pull factors

Veblen (1899) 
• Leisure is “the badge of honour”, ideal of idleness “trickles-down” 

through the social classes in what Veblen identifies as “the 

principle of stratified diffusion”.

Becker (1965) 
• Individuals seek optimise by varying the ratios of work to leisure 

time according to their embodied economic capital (ie work skills).  

• Indeterminate outcome: either leads to more work time (positive 

wage elasticity), or to less paid work, freeing time for 

consumption

Bourdieu (1985), essentially similar calculation.  

• Social actors seek “distinction” through optimal deployment of 

time given combinations of embodied production (income-

earning) and consumption (“cultural capital”) skills.

• Determinate outcome:  more cultural capital => more leisure time



• Mariental findings (Jahoda, Lazarsfeld and Zeisel 1931, 

Jahoda and Rush 1980), “latent functions”/“common 

experiences” of employment (also“temporal vitamins”, 

Warr 2008, Paul & Batinic, 2010):

• time structure, 

• social contact, 

• collective purpose, 

• social identity/status, 

• and physical activity

Antithesis: Positive functions of work
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experiences” of employment (also“temporal vitamins”, Warr

2008, Paul & Batinic, 2010):

• time structure, 

• social contact, 

• collective purpose, 

• social identity/status, 

• and physical activity

• Second half of Keynes (1924): “What will those untrained 
for a life-time of leisure, do with their abundant free time?”

• Anti-Veblen: Work-time as a new badge of honour, 

implying achievement, high human capital, high social status

Antithesis: Positive functions of work



Empirical analysis

Aas (1978) 4 categories of activity
Contracted (paid work, study, commuting)
Committed (housework, caring, shopping)
Uncommitted (leisure, recreation)
Necessary (sleep, eating, personal toilet)

Focus here on Contracted Plus Committed

Analytic sample:
25 countries  (excluding 1980s France, Canada)
1960s Szalai surveys excluded (missing rural)
Respondents aged 20-59.
Weighted to represent national population
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Worktime invariance:  
macro explanation.

Work time invariance is a macro observation.
So we should look first for a macro explanation.

Eg:  JK Galbraith (1968) New Industrial State.
Galbraith’s question: How does it maintain itself?

• In a capitalist system…
• …an alliance between R&D and advertising 

sectors…
• …maintains growth in demand just sufficient 

to counteract the employment displacement 
effects of productivity growth. 



Worktime invariance:  
Speculative micro explanation

Alternative runs the risk of an ecological fallacy.

BUT how about an explanation of the invariant 
eight-hour working day, is that at some level …we 
need it?

Jahoda et al:  time structure, social contact, 
collective purpose, social identity/status, 
and physical activity.

Keynes: second half of EPFOG:  need for 
structured activity to fill the day.

So: “The Problem of Leisure” – a talking point for 
the 1930s, perhaps again now.



A really important issue.

Irrespective of the actual explanation, it raises an important issue

Money, and by extension GNP/economic growth, is unbounded—we 
can carry on expanding economies for ever. 

But in our time accounts, essentially bounded by the 24 hours of the 
society’s Great Day…

..and it now appears that even when we grow, we end up doing about 
the same amount of work! (And our jobs, and our work at home may 
be getting simultaneously worse).  So:

What’s the point of GNP growth?
Could we use time measures to improve our 
national accounting? 
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