














Social and organised activities

On weekdays, between 9am and 2pm, around half of
the children were in social or organised activities
(including child care, preschool or school). On week-
ends, visiting people and participating in special events
or parties was the main contributor to such activities.

Not surprisingly, the longer the mother worked, the
more time children spent in social and organised care on
weekdays. As seen in Figure 3, this relationship was very
strong. Children with a mother who worked 35 hours or
more a week, were likely to spend around 90 minutes
more in social and organised activities compared to
children with a mother who was not employed. The
similarity of time spent in social and organised activities
for those with a mother not employed and those with a
mother working 1 to 15 hours a week suggests that
employment for shorter hours is accommodated without
the need for additional non-parental care.

Father’s hours of employment were not related to the
time the child was in social and organised activities.

8 hours on weekends. Of the different types of play iden-
tified, watching television or movies took up the most
time, although much activity was recorded as ‘other play
or other activities’ which was likely to include creative
play and playing with toys. Each play-related activity
group is discussed in detail below.

Watching television

At least nine in ten children spent some time watching
television on a typical day, with average times watching
television of 138 minutes (2.3 hours) on weekdays and
130 minutes (2.2 hours) on weekends. Children were
most likely to be watching television in the early morn-
ing, late afternoon and early evening, with an earlier start
to afternoon television-watching on weekdays possibly
related to the timing of children’s programs on television.

There were several factors associated with significantly
different amounts of time watching television. Consistent
with international research, we find child gender differ-
ences and parental education differences. Girls watched
less television than boys (8 minutes on weekdays,

Children with no siblings spent more time (about 40
minutes more) in social and organised activities on week-
days than those with siblings. Older children also spent
more time in social and organised activities, on weekdays
and weekends (4 minutes more for each month older).

Child care and play group attendance was included in
this activity group, which also included ‘other organised
activities’. It is likely that ‘other organised activities’ cap-
tured some school or preschool attendance, as well as
activities such as swimming and music lessons. Children
of single mothers spent more time than those with part-
nered mothers in ‘other organised activities’ as did older
children compared with younger children. Time spent in
‘other organised activities’ did not vary according to the
hours of maternal employment, but time spent in child
care or playgroup was greater among children whose
mother worked longer hours. The effect of children’s age
was not significant for time in child care and playgroup.

The category ‘social and organised activities’ also included
‘visiting people, at a special event or party’. On weekdays,
children with no siblings spent somewhat more time than
those with siblings visiting people, at a special event or
party (around 18 minutes more), but very little else was
significant in explaining variations in the time spent
engaged in this activity. On weekends, when this activity
was more common, older children spent more time visit-
ing compared with younger children.

Children’s play and television time

Children spent a great deal of their day playing, as defined
by this classification — about 7.5 hours on weekdays and

Australian Institute of Family Studies

10 minutes on weekends), though the weekday differ-
ence was not statistically significant. Higher levels of
both parents’ education were associated with less time
watching television (see Figure 4 on p. 40). These differ-
ences were evident on weekdays and weekends.

Children watched more television on weekdays if their
mother was not employed (9-15 minutes more). On
weekends, children in single mother families watched
an average of 28 minutes more television than those in
two-parent families.

Achievement-related

These four-year olds spent just over two hours on a
weekday in activities defined as ‘achievement-related’,
spending slightly less time on these on the weekend.
These activities include having a story read to them,

Social and organised activities, adjusted average
daily minutes by mother’s hours of employment
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talking or singing, colouring or looking at books or play-
ing educational games and being taught to do chores or
to read. They were spread over the day, although less
than 20% of children were doing them at any point in
time, except for evenings, when the proportion
increased slightly. Achievement-activities occurred a lit-
tle more often in the evenings of weekdays compared to
weekends. The evening peak in this category was related
to more story reading, talking and singing at this time.

Consistent with studies elsewhere, girls spent more
time doing achievement-oriented activities (18-20
minutes more), as did children with more highly edu-
cated mothers or fathers (see Figure 5).

Children with mothers who were not employed spent
longer engaged in achievement-related activities com-
pared with children with an employed mother, especially
on weekends (around 20 more minutes on weekends).

On weekends, children with two or more siblings spent
less time on achievement-related activities compared to
single-child families (23 minutes). Having a father in the
home did not make a significant difference to the
amount of time spent on achievement-related activities.

It is interesting to examine these relationships in more
detail, looking at the differences in the component
activities. Of these activities, parental education was
most strongly associated with reading stories. The dif-
ference between boys and girls, however, was only
significant in relation to the amount of time spent
colouring in, looking at books or playing educational
games.

Figure4 Watching television, adjusted average daily
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Exercise

Children spent less time doing exercise than in other
defined play activities, although about three-quarters of
children were involved in this activity at some time dur-
ing the day. This category includes ‘walk for fun or
travel’, ‘ride a bike’ and ‘other exercise — swim/dance/run
about’, of which ‘other exercise’ was the largest category.
Exercise was less likely on weekdays, occurred through-
out the day and decreased around lunch-time.

Girls spent less time than boys engaged in exercise on
weekdays (9 minutes less) as well as weekends (12
minutes less). On weekends, children without siblings
spent the least amount of time doing exercise (23 min-
utes less than children with 2 or more siblings). These
differences were most marked for riding a bike, which
was more likely for children with siblings, and less
likely for girls. On weekends, children with siblings
were more likely than those without siblings to be
reported doing ‘other exercise’.

Other play

‘Other play’ is a broad category, incorporating ‘other
play, other activities’ as well as listening to music, using
the computer and playing computer games. It occurred
across the day, with less distinct times than other activ-
ities, which is not surprising given the generality of
‘other play, other activities’ which is the most-time
consuming of activities in this category. Compared to
boys, girls were more likely to listen to music (5-6 min-
utes) and less likely to use a computer or playing
computer games (9-10 minutes).

Travel or being taken places

Much of the travel or being taken places was recorded
as travel in a car and ‘taken places with adults’. On
weekdays, this activity showed peaks in the morning
and afternoon, associated with travel to or from par-
ents’ work, or to school, preschool or child care. Travel
by car peaked in the morning and afternoon of week-
days and being taken places with adults dominated the
remainder of the time. On weekends, there was a less
defined distribution in this category, with children
undertaking this activity throughout the day.

The child and family characteristics explained very lit-
tle of the differences in time spent travelling or being
taken places. Children with siblings spent longer trav-
elling in the car than those without siblings (16
minutes). On weekends, children in couple families
spent more time travelling or being taken places than
those with a single mother (26 minutes). In families
with higher educated fathers, children spent more time
travelling or being taken places (22 minutes more for
fathers with a certificate or diploma or higher, relative
to those with incomplete secondary).

Time use and outcomes

To examine relationships between child outcomes and
time use, we now focus on a selection of the activities —
time spent in personal care, watching television, doing
achievement-related activities, exercise and social and
organised activities.® The results presented are the
associations between the outcome score and the time

Australian Institute of Family Studies



in an activity, after controlling for associations with
other child and family characteristics such as parental
education, and also the other outcome measures.

We consider each of the outcome measures in turn, first
considering the learning outcome score (Figure 6).

As might be expected, a higher learning domain score
was associated with more time spent on achievement-
related activities, with a significant difference of around
30 minutes between those with low and high learning
domain scores. This association was significant for all
the activities that made up the achievement-related
activity group.

There was also an inverse relationship with watching
television, with a lower score related to more time
watching television (those with a low outcome score
spent 24 minutes more watching television than those
with a high learning outcome score).

For the socio-emotional domain (Figure 7, see p. 42), the
strongest associations were with personal care time
(lower socio-emotional outcome scores being related to
more personal care time), social and organised activities
(higher socio-emotional outcome scores being related to
more social and organised time) and watching television
(lower socio-emotional outcome scores related to more
television-watching). See Figure 7 for details.

On closer inspection of the personal care relationship,
we find that a lower socio-emotional outcome score
was associated with more time crying or upset, destroy-
ing things or creating mess and being reprimanded or
corrected. Again, these relationships might be
expected, given that the socio-emotional measure
included the extent to which children displayed emo-
tional difficulties and conduct problems (see Box 1 on
p. 36). On weekdays, a lower socio-emotional score
was also associated with more time eating or drinking.

The positive relationship between the socio-emotional
score and social and organised activities was largely a
factor of the contribution of visiting to this category,
rather than child care or other organised activities.
Children who had higher socio-emotional outcomes
spent more time visiting than children with lower
socio-emotional outcomes, and this applied to week-
days and weekends (differences of 10 minutes on
weekdays and 23 minutes on weekends).

On the physical domain score, there were fewer signif-
icant relationships. There was some indication that
children’s exercise time was positively related to their
physical outcome measure, but this effect was not
significant at the 0.05 level (see Figure 8 on p. 42).

Children with lower physical outcome scores had more
personal care time, although the difference was only
significant for weekdays. This related, in particular, to
children in the low physical outcome group spending
more time destroying things or creating mess. Children
in the high physical outcome group spent less time cry-
ing or upset. These effects were not as strong on
weekends although the relationships between time cry-
ing or being upset and destroying or creating mess and
physical outcome scores persisted.

Figure 5 Achievement-related activities, adjusted average
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Figure 7
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Summary and discussion

The time use patterns of these 4-5 year olds are consis-
tent with those in the US studies reviewed above,
showing that children spend much of their day playing,
in personal care and in social and organised activities.
Weekday and weekend time use patterns are similar,
except that children are more likely to be in social and
organised activities on weekdays.

Much of children’s days is spent playing, with watching
television and other play the dominant categories. Play
activities also have a temporal pattern. This was most
marked for time spent watching television, which is most
likely to occur in the early morning, late afternoon and
early evening. Exercise and other play occur throughout
the day, as do achievement-oriented activities, but to a
lesser extent. Achievement-oriented activities are more
likely in the evening, especially on weekdays.

Children’s time use patterns relate to several child and
family characteristics. There are gender differences in
children’s play-time which appear to be related to girls’
and boys’ preferences for certain types of play. The age
of the child also makes a difference in that older chil-
dren do more social and organised activities (more
participation in other organised activities on weekdays
and more visiting on weekends). On weekends, older
children sleep for less time.

Family size

The number of siblings also has a significant relationship
with time use, which is to be expected, given that children

Figure 8
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with siblings are likely to spend some time playing with
them, or to have their day managed in some way to fit
around their brothers’ and sisters’ requirements. Fur-
ther, parents may be less available to devote time to
each child, individually.

Family form

There are not many strong differences in the time use
patterns of children in single versus couple parent fam-
ilies. We found, for example, that on weekdays,
children in single parent families spent a little more
time in other organised activities and on weekends
more time watching television. Children’s time use is
also largely unaffected by the employment arrange-
ments of resident fathers.

Parental employment

More hours of maternal employment are associated
with more time spent in social and organised activities,
specifically, more time in child care. Not surprisingly,
this effect is large. The effects of maternal employment
on other activities are much smaller. Some of the
maternal employment effects are evident on weekends.
These might relate either to being employed on week-
ends or different patterns of family time when the
mother is employed, even if she does not work on
weekends. Parents are required to schedule a variety of
tasks for weekends (for example, household work,
social events or other leisure or sporting activities) that
might be able to be done during the week in families
with a mother who is not employed.
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Parental education

Parental education has strong associations with chil-
dren’s time use, the strongest being with time spent
watching television and undertaking achievement-
related activities. These educational differences may
reflect inherent differences in children’s own preferences
for types of play, or they may reflect differences in
parental views regarding how children should spend their
time and the degree to which they involve themselves in
their child’s activities. They may also reflect differences
in access to alternate activities (such as having access to
books at home, or being taken to activities outside the
home) during the usual television-watching times.

Children’s development outcomes

In addition, children’s time use patterns differ according
to how children are doing on measures of learning and
socio-emotional outcomes (and to a much less extent,
physical outcomes). These results do not, however, per-
mit inferences about the direction of effects. For example,
we find that children with higher learning scores engage

use data use tobit estimation, but more recently, time use analysts
have asserted that tobit is not an appropriate method for the
analysis of time use data, preferring OLS or other methods (Brown
& Dunn, 2006; Gershuny & Egerton, 2006; Stewart, 2006).
Sampling weights were applied throughout and the multivariate
analysis takes into account the initial selection probabilities.

4 Sleep-time was also explored, but the only significant relationships
were for weekends: relative to medium outcome scores, those with
low learning outcome scores slept more (14 minutes) as did those
with high socio-emotional outcome scores (11 minutes).
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