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Bureau of Labor Statistics: 
How Americans Spend  
Their Time and Money 

  

Help! I’m an Accidental Gov Docs Librarian 

 

Mary G. Scanlon 

Wake Forest University 



Agenda 

Content: 

• Consumer spending 

• Household characteristics 

• Consumer time use 

 

Navigation: 

• Find and retrieve data 

• Download data data 

Mary G. Scanlon 



Learning Outcomes 

• Master definitions of select BLS terms 

• Grasp scope of consumer data available at BLS 

• Be able to navigate to consumer data, access 
data tables and download to Excel 
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So What?  

 
 

CEX is the only Federal source for 
consumers' expenditures and incomes, as 

well as the characteristics of those 
consumers. 
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Consumer Expenditures 

Contents 

The buying habits of American consumers 
including data on: 

– Income 

– Expenditures 

–Consumer unit (families and single 
consumers) characteristics  
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Consumer Expenditures 

Methodology 
  

Data sources: 

• Two surveys: 
– the Quarterly Interview Survey  

– the Diary Survey  
 

• Collected for BLS by the U.S. Census Bureau 
 

• Data are available back to 1984 
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Consumer Expenditures 

Methodology, cont’d 
 

• The Interview survey  
– Monthly out-of-pocket expenditures 

– Examples: housing, apparel, transportation, health 
care, insurance, and entertainment 
 

• The Diary survey  
– Weekly expenditures of frequently purchased items  

– Examples: food and beverages, tobacco, personal care 
products, and nonprescription drugs and supplies 
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Consumer Expenditures 

Methodology, cont’d 
 

• US non-institutionalized population  

• 7,000 sample households 

• Each survey has its own independent sample  
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Consumer Expenditures 

Data availability: 

• Annual 

• Mid-year 

• Multi-year 
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Consumer Expenditures 
Data Segmentation 

• Age 

• Composition 

• Highest education level 

• Hispanic or Latino origin 

• Housing tenure 

• Income before taxes 

• Number of earners 

• Population size of area 

• Quintiles of income 

• Race 

• Region 

• Size of unit 

 

Mary G. Scanlon 



Consumer Expenditure Data 
How Used? 

• Measures the impact of policy changes on 
economic groups  

• Sets thresholds for the Supplemental Poverty 
Measure  

• Reveals consumers' spending habits and 
trends  

• Determines the CPI market basket of goods 
and services and their relative importance  
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Annual Expenditure on Telephone 
Services by Age 

($ Mil) 
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Shares of Home Ownership by HHI, 2013 
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How Do I Use CEX? 

Establish a rough estimate of market opportunity. 

Example: 
 

Use Census data to determine number of people in the 
target market. 
 

Use CEX data find this group’s annual spending on the 
target category. 
 

(No. of people) X (avg. annual spending) = market 
opportunity.  
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Consumer Expenditures 

 

Questions about content? 
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American Time Use Survey (ATUS) 

Measures the amount of time people spend doing 
various activities. 
 

Examples: 

• Paid work 

• Childcare 

• Volunteering 

• Socializing 
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American Time Use Survey (ATUS) 

 

Provides nationally representative estimates 
of  

how, where and with whom  

Americans spend their time. 
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American Time Use Survey (ATUS) 

 

It is the only federal survey providing data on 
a full range of nonmarket activities. 
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American Time Use Survey 

Uses 
 

• Economic Research 

• Health and safety 

• Family and work-life balance 

• International comparisons 
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American Time Use Survey 

Methodology 
 

• Sponsored by the BLS, conducted by the U.S. 
Census Bureau 

• Data are collected via phone interviews 

• Respondents are interviewed only once 
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American Time Use Survey 

Methodology, cont’d 
 

Trained coders classify each activity according to 
the ATUS classification system 

– 17 major time-use categories 

– Each category has 2 additional levels of detail 
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American Time Use Survey 

Methodology, cont’d 
 

Who is asked to respond to the ATUS? 

Households that have completed their final 
(8th) month of the Current Population Survey 
are eligible to complete the survey.  
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http://www.bls.gov/cps/home.htm


American Time Use Survey 

ATUS Data availability 
 

• Annually from 2003 – 2013 

• For the following groups: 

– Civilian non-institutional population age 15 + 

– Employed persons 

– Married parents 
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BLS.gov 

 

 

Questions about ATUS? 
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Bureau of Labor Statistics 

 

BLS.gov 
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bls.gov


Quick Review 

•  BLS is a free, reliable source for data on 
consumer spending and time use. 
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Questions? 

Mary G. Scanlon 



Bureau of Labor Statistics 

 

Mary Scanlon 

scanlomg@wfu.edu 
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