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F inancial planners help their 
clients maximize expected life-
time utility, which is defined as a 

client’s happiness or satisfaction. Standard 
household economic theory (Becker 
1965) posits that individuals consume and 
derive utility from household produced 
commodities such as meals, a clean house, 
and a nice garden. These commodities are 
produced with goods and services but also 
with time. Production of a household com-
modity can be “goods intensive.” That is, it 
can utilize more goods and services than 
time, or “time intensive,” utilizing more 
time than goods and services. Because 
individuals are consuming commodities 
rather than goods and services directly, 
financial planners must consider individu-
als’ time use, as well as their purchases of 
goods and services, upon retirement.
 In addition, because retirees have more 
available time than non-retirees, they 
may shift toward more time-intensive 
production of commodities and away 
from goods-intensive production (Hurd 

and Rohwedder 2003; Ward-Batts 2008). 
Thus, retirees may spend less and require 
less income than one might think based 
only on how much they consumed in 
goods and services before retirement. 
Therefore, it is important for a financial 
planner to understand how retirees spend 
their time. The primary objective of this 
study was to compare the time use of 
retirees and workers so that planners 
can use this information to plan for their 
clients’ retirement.
 This study used data from the U.S. 
Bureau of Labor Statistics’ 2010–2012 
American Time Use Surveys (ATUS) to 
examine the time allocation of middle- 
and high-income retirees. The ATUS is 
a nationally representative data set of 
Americans 15 years of age and older. The 
ATUS primarily consists of a 24-hour 

time diary completed by each respondent, 
together with a trained telephone 
interviewer, that covers the 24-hour 
period starting at 4 a.m. on the day prior 
to the interview and ending at 4 a.m. on 
the day of the interview. Interviewers take 
respondents through their day, asking 
about all activities that they completed, 
the order in which they completed them, 
and the beginning and ending times of 
all activities. The ATUS data provide a 
complete picture of each respondent’s 
diary day. Although each respondent 
completed a diary for only one day, diaries 
were completed by respondents for almost 
every day of the year in order to make the 
data representative of all days.
 In addition to providing the time diary 
data, respondents self-reported their age and 
labor force status. Information about each 
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• Knowing how retirees spend 
their time informs decisions 
about how much income they 
will need in retirement. This 
study examines the top 20 
activities of middle- and high-
income retirees.

• Results suggest that individuals 
spend more time on inexpensive 
leisure activities in retirement, 
such as watching television and 
reading for personal interest.  

• Findings also indicate individuals 

spend more time on household 
production activities in retirement, 
such as preparing meals at home, 
than non-retirees. 

• The allocation of time varies by 
demographic characteristics. As 
such, financial planners should 
ask their clients about leisure and 
household production activities 
when discussing retirement plans 
with their clients as a way to 
account for differences in time 
allocation. 
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respondent’s age, race, ethnicity, completed 
education level, and family income also 
was provided with the ATUS data but came 
from respondents’ prior recent participation 
in the Current Population Survey, a survey 
conducted for the U.S. Bureau of Labor 
Statistics by the U.S. Census Bureau.
 Survey weights provided with the ATUS 
data were used in this study to ensure that 
the findings would be generalizable to the 
U.S. population. Therefore, the results of 
this study can be generalized to current 
retirees and those nearing retirement in 
the United States. However, they may not 
be generalizable to retirees in the distant 
future because of changes in health, 
technology, and culture over long periods.
 In this study, retirees were defined to 
be individuals aged 50 and older who 
reported that they were not in the labor 
force (not employed and not looking for 
work) or that they were retired. A small 
number of self-identified non-workers 
reported some time working, engaging 
in work-related activities, or engaging in 
work-related travel on their diary days. 
These individuals were counted as full- or 
part-time workers rather than as retirees 
to ensure a truly non-working sample of 
retirees. Because the purpose of this paper 
was to compare retirees with workers, 
non-working individuals under age 50 
were excluded from the analyses.1  
 Low-income individuals are not likely 
to seek and pay for financial advice; there-
fore, low-income individuals were not 
included in this study. According to Finke, 
Huston, and Winchester (2011), individu-
als with at least $500,000 in financial 
assets are significantly more likely to 
purchase financial advice than those 
with a lower amount of financial assets. 
Information on financial assets was not 
available in the ATUS, but it does include 
information about income. According to 
the 2010 Health and Retirement Study 
(HRS), the median household income 
of retirees with net financial assets of at 
least $500,000 was $62,332. Therefore, 
the individuals included in this study were 

those who reported at least $60,000 in 
household income.2 

Time Use of Retirees vs. Workers
Table 1 compares the average daily 
minutes that full-time workers, part-time 
workers, and retirees spent on their top 
20 daily activities on weekdays over the 
period 2010–2012. An activity rank of 1 
indicates that the most time was spent on 
this activity; an activity rank of 2 indicates 
that the next-largest amount of time was 
spent on this activity; the same coding 
explains the top 20 activities. Beyond 
the top 20, very little time was spent in 
individual activities. 
 As shown in Table 1, sleeping was every-
one’s top activity, but retired individuals 
slept more than full-time and part-time 
workers on weekdays (521 minutes 
compared to 461 and 506 minutes, respec-
tively). Working took the next largest 
amount of time for full-time and part-time 
workers. By definition, retirees were doing 
no work, so this activity did not make the 
top 20 list of retirees’ activities. This also 
was true for travel related to work. On 
average, full-time workers worked 447 
minutes and part-time workers worked 
195 minutes. They also engaged in 40 
minutes and 18 minutes of work-related 
travel, respectively.
 Related to market work, part-time 
workers also spent 50 minutes taking 
a class for a degree, certification, or 
licensure and 20 minutes on related 
research and homework. These 
education-related activities did not 
appear in the top 20 lists of full-time 
workers or retirees. However, even if 
this educational “work” were added to 
market work, part-time workers were 
still working less in total than full-time 
workers. Sticking to the traditional 
definition of market work, it appears 
that as work time decreased, individu-
als used some of this additional time 
for sleeping. Another personal care 
activity that increased was eating and 
drinking. Retirees spent more time 

eating and drinking (89 minutes) than 
full-time and part-time workers (67 and 
66 minutes, respectively). However, 
retirees spent slightly less time washing, 
dressing, and grooming themselves (39 
minutes) than full-time and part-time 
workers (45 minutes). 
 Retired individuals also spent more 
time in inexpensive leisure activities than 
workers. Retired individuals spent 223 
minutes watching television and movies, 
which was more than the 97 minutes 
and 123 minutes spent by full-time and 
part-time workers, respectively.3 It appears 
that as work time decreased, individuals 
were using some of this time watching 
television and movies. They also spent 
more time reading for personal interest 
(48 minutes) compared to 13 minutes for 
full-time workers and 17 minutes for part-
time workers. Retirees spent more time 
relaxing and thinking (23 minutes) than 
full-time workers who spent 9 minutes 
and part-time workers who spent 10 min-
utes. Retirees also spent more time using 
the computer for leisure (22 minutes) 
versus 9 minutes for full-time workers and 
12 minutes for part-time workers. Thus, 
it appears that retirees were using some 
of the time freed up by not working to 
engage in inexpensive leisure activities. 
 Retirees also were spending more 
time in expensive leisure activities such 
as non-grocery shopping. They spent 23 
minutes doing this activity, compared to 
9 minutes for full-time workers and 15 
minutes for part-time workers. Another 
expensive leisure activity in which retir-
ees engaged was golfing, at an average of 
8 minutes. This activity did not make the 
top 20 list of activities for either full-time 
or part-time workers.
 As household production theory 
suggests, retirees also were spending 
more time in household production than 
workers, turning to more time-intensive 
(and less goods-intensive) production 
of household commodities. As work 
time decreased, time spent in food and 
drink preparation increased, with retired 
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individuals spending 34 minutes per day 
on this activity on average, compared 
to 17 minutes by full-time workers 
and 24 minutes by part-time workers. 
Similarly, as work time decreased, lawn, 
garden, and houseplant care increased. 
Retirees spent more than 30 minutes on 
average on these activities, compared to 
6 minutes for full-time workers and 9 

minutes for part-time workers.
 Another big household production 
activity for retirees was interior clean-
ing, with retirees spending 24 minutes 
on this activity on average. Full-time 
workers spent only 10 minutes on this 
activity while part-time workers spent 
21 minutes. In addition, retirees spent 
13 minutes on household and personal 

organization and planning; this activity 
did not even enter the top 20 lists of the 
full-time or part-time workers. Similarly, 
retirees spent 12 minutes on laundry 
compared to 11 minutes by part-time 
workers; laundry did not enter the top 20 
list of full-time workers. Retirees spent 
10 minutes on kitchen and food cleanup 
compared to 7 minutes for part-time 

Table 1: Comparing the Top 20 Weekday Activities of Full-Time and Part-Time Workers to Those of 
Retired Individuals  

Full-Time Workers Part-Time Workers Retired Individuals

1
2

3

4
5

6

7

8

9
10

11
12

13

14

15

16

17

18
19

20

Rank
*
*

*

*
*

*

*

*

*
*

*
*

*

*

*

*

*

*
*

*

Sig.
Sleeping
Work, main job

Television and 
movies (not religious)
Eating and drinking
Washing, dressing, 
and grooming oneself
Travel related to working

Socializing and communicating
with others
Food and drink preparation

Reading for personal interest
Interior cleaning

Relaxing, thinking
Shopping, except groceries, 
food, and gas
Physical care for hh children

Computer use for leisure 
(except. games)
Work, other job(s)

Travel related to eating 
and drinking
Lawn, garden, and 
houseplant care
Playing games
Playing with hh children, 
not sports
Travel related to shopping, 
except groceries, food, and gas

Activity
Sleeping
Work, main job

Television and movies 
(not religious)
Eating and drinking
Taking class for degree, 
certi�cation, or licensure
Washing, dressing, and 
grooming oneself
Socializing and communicating 
with others
Food and drink preparation

Interior cleaning
Research/homework for class for 
degree, certi�cation, or licensure
Travel related to working
Reading for personal interest

Shopping, except groceries, 
food, and gas
Playing games

Computer use for leisure 
(except games)
Physical care for hh children

Laundry

Relaxing, thinking
Lawn, garden, and 
houseplant care
Kitchen and food clean-up

Activity
460.6
446.6

97.2

66.9
44.6

39.6

24.4

17.2

12.5
9.7

9.4
9.3

8.9

8.5

7.6

6.5

5.9

5.5
5.4

5.1

Average 
minutes
per day

*
*

*

*
*

*

*

*

*
*

*

*

*

*
*

*

Sig.
506.2
194.9

123.2

66.3
49.5

45.4

37.9

24.2

21.4
19.8

17.6
17.0

14.6

14.2

11.8

11.3

11.2

9.9
8.5

6.8

Average
minutes
per day

*F,*P

*F,*P
*F,*P

*F,*P
*F,*P

*F

*F,*P

*F,*P

*F
*F,*P

*F,*P

*F,*P
*F

*F,*P

*F

*F,*P

*F,*P

*F,*P
*F,*P

*F,*P

Sig.
Sleeping
Television and movies 
(not religious)
Eating and drinking

Reading for personal interest
Washing, dressing, and 
grooming oneself
Socializing and
communicating with others
Food and drink preparation

Lawn, garden, and 
houseplant care
Interior cleaning
Shopping, except groceries, 
food, and gas
Relaxing, thinking
Computer use for leisure 
(except games)
Playing games

Household and personal 
organization and planning
Laundry

Travel related to shopping, 
except groceries, food, and gas
Travel related to eating 
and drinking
Kitchen and food clean-up
Grocery shopping

Gol�ng

Activity
520.6
223.0

88.9

47.5
38.7

34.4

33.9

30.3

24.1
23.0

22.7
22.4

13.9

13.1

11.8

10.8

10.7

9.9
9.3

8.2

Average
minutes
per day

Number of observations = 4,253  Number of observations = 914  Number of observations = 613

Source:  2010–2012 American Time Use Survey (ATUS). www.bls.gov/tus. Survey weights were used.         
Notes: *F indicates that the time spent by retirees was di�erent than that spent by full-time workers. *P indicates that the time spent by retirees was statistically di�erent 
than that spent by part-time workers. A single star (*) in the full-time or part-time columns indicates that the time spent in an activity was statistically signi�cantly di�erent 
from retirees based on a t test at the 95 percent con�dence level. References to "hh children" mean "household children."
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workers. This activity did not make the 
top 20 list of full-time workers. Finally, 
retirees spent 9 minutes on grocery 
shopping; this activity did not make the 
lists of either full- or part-time workers.
 Table 2 compares the activities of 
retirees and full-time and part-time 
workers on weekends. There were slightly 
fewer statistically significant differences 
primarily because workers should have 

had, on average, more time for non-work 
activities on the weekend. However, 
full-time workers still spent 97 minutes 
doing work, while part-time workers 
spent 94 minutes completing work during 
weekends. Sleeping was still the No. 1 
activity on weekends, but the differences 
in time spent sleeping among the groups 
were different from those on weekdays. 
On weekends, full-time workers spent 

the same amount of time sleeping as 
retirees, but part-time workers slept more. 
Similar to weekdays, retired individuals 
spent more time eating and drinking, on 
average, than either group of workers.
 Regarding inexpensive leisure activities 
on the weekend, retirees spent more 
time watching television and movies than 
either full-time or part-time workers. On 
weekends, retirees spent more time than 

Table 2: Comparing the Top 20 Weekend Activities of Full-Time and Part-Time Workers to Those of 
Retired Individuals         

Full-Time Workers Part-Time Workers Retired Individuals

1
2

3
4
5

6

7
8
9

10

11
12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

Rank

*

*
*

*

*
*

*

*

*

*

*

Sig. Activity Activity

540.5
161.4

97.4
79.1
46.7

37.3

28.9
25.9
25.8

20.0

18.3
13.5

13.2

13.1

12.8

12.2

11.0

10.2

9.4

9.2

Average 
minutes
per day

*
*

*
*

*

*

*

*

Sig.

556.0
142.2

94.4
78.1
53.9

43.2

26.4
25.1
18.5

18.3

17.0
14.8

14.8

14.2

13.7

13.4
12.9

11.0

10.9

9.9

Average
minutes
per day

*P
*F,*P

*F,*P
*F,*P

*F

*F

*P

*F

*F

*F,*P

*F,*P

Sig. Activity

531.9
234.1

91.0
58.3
46.8

42.2

31.5
25.2
22.3

20.2

19.3
14.4

12.9

12.7

12.6

11.7

10.1

10.1

9.3

7.7

Average
minutes
per day

Number of observations = 4,213 Number of observations = 868 Number of observations = 542

Source: 2010–2012 American Time Use Survey (ATUS). www.bls.gov/tus. Survey weights were used.       
Notes: *F indicates that the time spent by retirees was di�erent than that spent by full-time workers. *P indicates that the time spent by retirees was statistically di�erent 
than that spent by part-time workers. A single star (*) in the full-time or part-time columns indicates that the time spent in an activity was statistically signi�cantly di�erent 
from retirees based on a t test at the 95 percent con�dence level. References to "hh children" mean "household children."     
  

Sleeping
Television and movies 
(not religious)
Work, main job
Eating and drinking
Socializing and communicat-
ing with others
Washing, dressing, and 
grooming oneself
Interior cleaning
Food and drink preparation
Shopping, except groceries, 
food, and gas
Lawn, garden, and 
houseplant care
Reading for personal interest
Attending or hosting 
parties/receptions/ceremonies
Laundry

Attending religious services

Travel related to eating
and drinking
Relaxing, thinking

Travel related to shopping, 
except groceries, food, and gas
Computer use for leisure 
(except games)
Grocery shopping

Physical care for hh children

Sleeping
Television and movies 
(not religious)
Eating and drinking
Reading for personal interest
Socializing and communicat-
ing with others
Washing, dressing, and 
grooming oneself
Food and drink preparation
Interior cleaning
Lawn, garden, and 
houseplant care
Relaxing, thinking

Attending religious services
Computer use for leisure 
(except games)
Shopping, except groceries, 
food, and gas
Travel related to eating 
and drinking
Attending or hosting parties/
receptions/ceremonies
Playing games

Laundry

Kitchen and food cleanup

Household and personal 
organization and planning
Travel related to socializing 
and communicating

Sleeping
Television and movies 
(not religious)
Work, main job
Eating and drinking
Socializing and communicat-
ing with others
Washing, dressing, and 
grooming oneself
Food and drink preparation
Interior cleaning
Shopping, except groceries, 
food, and gas
Reading for personal interest

Attending religious services
Research/homework for class for 
degree, certi�cation, or licensure
Playing games

Computer use for leisure 
(except games)
Relaxing, thinking

Lawn, garden, and 
houseplant care
Attending or hosting 
parties/receptions/ceremonies
Travel related to eating and 
drinking
Laundry

Travel related to socializing 
and communicating
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workers of either type reading for personal 
interest, and relaxing and thinking. Thus, 
retirees spent more time on inexpensive 
leisure activities on the weekend, 
compared to weekdays, than workers. 
 In relation to expensive leisure activities 
on the weekend, however, both full-time 
and part-time workers spent more time 
engaging in non-grocery shopping, which 
was the opposite of what occurred on 
weekdays. Unlike weekdays, golf did not 
make the top 20 list of weekend activities 
for retirees. Retirees were not spending 

more time than workers on expensive 
leisure on the weekends. 
 Regarding household production 
activities, retirees still spent more time 
in food and drink preparation than full-
time workers on the weekends. Time 
spent on lawn, garden, and houseplant 
care, and time spent on kitchen and 
food cleanup, also remained higher 
for retirees than for part-time workers 
on the weekends. In summary, similar 
to weekdays, retirees still spent more 
time performing household production 

activities than workers on the weekends.
 Table 3 shows the results of continu-
ous regressions of daily minutes spent 
performing personal care, inexpensive 
leisure, expensive leisure, and house-
hold production activities on indicators 
for part-time worker and retiree labor 
force status (versus full-time worker 
status) and indicators for various 
demographic characteristics.
 Personal care activities included 
sleeping, washing, dressing, grooming 
oneself, eating and drinking, and travel 

Table 3: Table 3: Regressions of Daily Minutes Spent in Top Activities, by Broad Activity Category        

Daily Minutes
Spent in Top
Household

Production Activities

Daily Minutes
Spent in Top

Expensive
Leisure Activities

Daily Minutes
Spent in Top
Inexpensive

Leisure Activities

Daily Minutes
Spent in Top

Personal Care
Activities

Labor force status (vs. full-time workers)
Part-time workers

Retirees

Weekend (vs. weekday)

Age

Female (vs. male)

Married (vs. unmarried)

Race (vs. white)
Black

Asian

Other

Hispanic (vs. non-Hispanic)

Education (vs. less than high school)
High school

Some college

College

Advanced education

R-squared
Number of observations

Variables Coef.     Sig. Coef.     Sig.

***

***

***

***

***

***

***

***

*

**

***

***

Coef.     Sig.

***

***

***

***

***

***

***

**

***

***

***

***

Coef.      Sig.

Note: Estimated standard errors appear in parentheses. Intercepts and year dummies were included in the regressions but are not shown in the table. 
Signi�cant level: *** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1.         

21.036
(3.286)
69.899
(4.768)
76.428
(2.548)
–0.648
(0.097)
18.145
(2.323)
14.497
(2.781)

–2.467
(4.591)
28.476
(5.186)
–6.061
(8.902)
14.496
(4.153)

–8.251
(5.008)
–10.409
(4.787)
–13.726
(4.831)
–14.736
(5.191)
0.099
12,965

31.720
(4.175)
152.524
(6.058)
96.162
(3.237)
1.055
(0.123)
–27.973
(2.951)
33.985
(3.533)

29.204
(5.832)
–6.624
(6.589)
24.347
(11.310)
–22.799
(5.276)

1.672
(6.363)
–32.634
(6.082)
–37.475
(6.138)
–60.020
(6.595)
0.166
12,965

***

***

***

***

***

*

***

0.506
(1.849)
13.730
(2.682)
24.655
(1.433)
–0.083
(0.054)
8.118
(1.307)
–4.115
(1.564)

0.571
(2.582)
–8.263
(2.918)
6.057
(5.008)
4.544
(2.336)

2.143
(2.817)
3.903
(2.693)
7.856
(2.718)
3.610
(2.920)
0.030
12,965

***

***

***

***

***

***

***

*

**

***

***

***

***

***

10.773
(2.957)
38.583
(4.290)
39.241
(2.293)
–0.417
(0.087)
58.124
(2.090)
–55.883
(2.503)

–16.281
(4.131)
8.768
(4.667)
–17.200
(8.011)
16.036
(3.737)

29.313
(4.507)
26.139
(4.308)
32.590
(4.347)
32.589
(4.671)
0.135
12,965
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related to eating and drinking.
 Inexpensive leisure activities 
included socializing and communicating 
with others, relaxing or thinking, watch-
ing television and movies, playing games, 
computer use for leisure (except games), 
reading for personal interest, attending 
religious services, and travel related to 
socializing and communicating.
 Expensive leisure activities included 
non-grocery shopping, attending or 
hosting parties/receptions/ceremonies, 
golfing, and travel related to non-
grocery shopping.
 Household production activities 
included interior cleaning, laundry, 
food and drink preparation, kitchen 
and food cleanup, lawn, garden, and 
houseplant care, household and personal 
organization and planning, physical care 
for household children, playing with 
household children except for sports, and 
grocery shopping.
 The highlighted row in Table 3 shows 
the associations between retirement status 
and daily minutes spent in personal care, 
inexpensive leisure, expensive leisure, 
and household production controlling for 
demographic characteristics, weekday/
weekend status, and diary year. Condi-
tional on all these variables, retirees spent 
70 minutes more performing personal 
care activities, 153 minutes more on 
inexpensive leisure activities, 14 minutes 
more engaging in expensive leisure activi-
ties, and 39 minutes more on household 
production activities than full-time 
workers. Similar, but smaller associations, 
were noted for part-time workers versus 
full-time workers. 
 Table 3 also shows the associations of 
the other factors with time spent in each 
of the broad activity categories. More time 
was spent in all four broad, non-work 
activity categories on weekends than on 
weekdays. Older individuals spent less 
time on personal care and household pro-
duction and more time doing inexpensive 
leisure activities than younger individuals. 
Females spent more time engaging in 

personal care, expensive leisure activities, 
and household production activities and 
less time on inexpensive leisure activities 
than males. Married individuals spent 
more time carrying out personal care 
and inexpensive leisure activities and 
less time engaging in expensive leisure 
and household production activities than 
unmarried individuals. More educated 
individuals spent less time on personal 
care and inexpensive leisure activities 
and more time doing expensive leisure 
activities and household production than 
less educated individuals. 
 Finally, there were differences by race 
and ethnicity that should be considered. 
Asians were more likely to report perform-
ing personal care activities than whites. 
Hispanics were more likely to report 
performing personal care activities than 
non-Hispanics. Blacks and individuals 
identifying themselves as “other race” 
spent more time doing inexpensive leisure 
activities than whites. Hispanics spent less 
time on inexpensive leisurely pursuits and 
more time on expensive leisure activities 
than non-Hispanics. Asians spent less time 
engaging in expensive leisure activities 
than whites. Blacks and those identifying 
themselves as “other race” were less likely 
to spend time performing household 
production activities than whites, while 
Asians spent more time. Hispanics spent 
more time on household production 
activities than non-Hispanics.

How Findings Relate to the Practice of 
Financial Planning
This study compared the top 20 activities 
of retirees to those of non-retirees in order 
to determine how time use changes with 
retirement. The results show that retirees 
spent more time engaging in inexpensive 
leisure activities such as watching televi-
sion and movies, reading for pleasure, and 
relaxing and thinking. Findings also show 
that retirees spent more time engaging 
in household production activities than 
workers. These results suggest that 
financial planners should ask their clients 

how they plan to spend their time in 
retirement, focusing their discussions 
on their clients’ expected leisure and 
household production pursuits. These 
discussions will help inform decisions 
about the level of income that clients will 
need in retirement.   

Endnotes
1.  Regressions comparable to those in Table 3 were 

run that included non-workers under 50. These 

workers were identified with a dummy variable. 

This did not change the results for retirees, so 

these results are not presented.

2.  Household income information in the ATUS is 

categorical in nature; $60,000 was the closest to 

$62,332 that was possible.

3.  The ATUS separately classifies television and 

movies (not religious) from religious television 

and movies. Time spent in the separate category 

of religious television and movie watching was 

quite small (less than one minute, on average) 

and did not make any group’s top 20 list. There-

fore, the television and movie watching reported 

here includes only non-religious viewing.
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