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A Research Note Describing a More Inclusive Approach 
to Identifying Same-Sex Cohabiters in the Amer i can Time 
Use Survey

Sarah M. Flood and Katie R. Genadek

ABSTRACT  Identification of indi vid u als in same-sex rela tion ships in the Amer i can 
Time Use Survey (ATUS) is of increas ing inter est to the research com mu nity. While 
the ATUS inter views one per son per house hold, by using infor ma tion about who else 
lives in the house hold, research ers can eas ily iden tify respon dents in cores i dent same-
sex cou ple arrange ments. Previous research has outlined two approaches to iden ti fy ing 
indi vid u als in same-sex rela tion ships in the ATUS that use infor ma tion on the sex of 
house hold mem bers. We extend that work in this research note by using addi tional 
infor ma tion col lected from a direct ques tion to iden tify unmar ried cohabiting part ners 
in the Current Population Survey (CPS). We iden tify 23% more indi vid u als in cohabit-
ing same-sex rela tion ships when we use the CPS direct ques tion infor ma tion than when 
we use infor ma tion from the ATUS alone. We argue that this iden ti fi ca tion strat egy is 
more inclu sive of indi vid u als in same-sex cohabiting rela tion ships.

KEYWORDS  Time use  •  Surveys  •  Family  •  Same-sex rela tion ships  •  Amer i can 
Time Use Survey

Introduction

The Amer i can Time Use Survey (ATUS) is increas ingly used by the research com mu nity 
to study the daily lives of indi vid u als in same-sex cou ple rela tion ships (Augustine et al. 
2017; Fettro 2018; Genadek et al. 2020; Martell and Roncolato 2016; Martin-Storey 
et al. 2018; Prickett et al. 2015; Schneebaum 2013). The ATUS has been fielded annu-
ally since 2003 and is a nation ally rep re sen ta tive, 24-hour time diary sur vey of one 
ran domly  selected  indi vid ual per  eli gi ble house hold. Households  are  sam pled  from 
the Current Population Survey (CPS) and ATUS inter views are conducted two to five 
months fol low ing the com ple tion of the CPS. The ATUS col lects a house hold ros ter 
that lists every per son in the house hold as well as each per son’s sex and rela tion ship to 
the ATUS respon dent. Using infor ma tion about house hold mem bers, research ers can 
eas ily iden tify respon dents in cores i dent same-sex cou ple arrange ments.

To our  knowl edge, Prickett  and  col leagues  (2016) were  the first  to  dis cuss  the 
nuances of iden ti fy ing ATUS respon dents who are in same-sex cou ple rela tion ships. 
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Their rec om men da tion is to use infor ma tion about the respon dent’s and spouse’s/part-
ner’s sex col lected at the time of the ATUS inter view rather than dur ing the CPS inter-
view.1 We agree with this rec om men da tion but also build upon their work and urge 
research ers to con sider addi tional infor ma tion from the CPS that leads to an increase 
in the iden ti fi ca tion of ATUS respon dents in unmar ried cohabiting same-sex rela tion-
ships. The same addi tional infor ma tion has been used by the U.S. Census Bureau to 
improve iden ti fi ca tion of unmar ried cohabiting cou ples in the CPS (both same-sex 
and dif fer ent-sex) (Kreider 2008; Lofquist and Ellis 2011).

Accurate mea sure ment  of  indi vid u als  in  same-sex  cou ples  is  crit i cal  given  the 
chang ing land scape of Amer i can fam i lies (e.g., Obergefell v. Hodges, 2015) and the 
grow ing num ber of same-sex cou ples  in  the United States. This  is underscored by 
recent use of the ATUS to study indi vid u als in same-sex rela tion ships and the rar ity 
of  large-scale,  rep re sen ta tive  sam ples  that  allow  for  the  iden ti fi ca tion of  same-sex 
cohabiters. Accordingly, we  illus trate  the  sam ple  size  increases achieved by using 
a sec ond method to iden tify indi vid u als in unmar ried cohabiting same-sex rela tion-
ships and com pare the demo graphic char ac ter is tics and time use of indi vid u als iden-
ti fied  using  the method  recommended  by  Prickett  and  col leagues  (2016)  and  our 
pro posed exten sion.

Background

Beginning  in  2007,  the  Census  Bureau  improved  the  way  it  col lects  infor ma tion 
about  cohab i ta tion  in  the CPS  (Kennedy  and  Fitch  2012; Kreider  2008).  Prior  to 
2007, cohabiting part ners were char ac ter ized as “house holder cou ples” if a cores i-
dent house hold mem ber was iden ti fied as an “unmar ried part ner” of the CPS respon-
dent (Kreider 2008). “Additional cou ples” are iden ti fied from a direct ques tion that 
asks “Does [re spon dent] have a boy friend/girl friend or part ner in the house hold?”2 
(Kreider 2008). If a boy friend/girl friend or part ner was pres ent, the respon dent iden-
ti fied the indi vid ual’s posi tion in the house hold ros ter (i.e., per son line num ber). The 
direct ques tion improved esti ma tes and resulted in a 21% increase in the num ber of 
dif fer ent-sex cohabiting cou ples in 2007 com pared to the rela tion ship ques tion alone 
(Kreider 2008). Additional dif fer ent-sex cou ples tend to be slightly youn ger and more 
likely  to  include  never-mar ried  indi vid u als,  and  a  lower  per cent age  have  chil dren 
com pared with house holder cou ples (Kreider 2008).

The CPS yields  rea son able  esti ma tes of  same-sex  cou ples  com pared with  the 
Amer i can Community Survey (ACS), which has been the pri mary source of such 
esti ma tes, when both house holder and addi tional same-sex cou ples are con sid ered 
(Lofquist and Ellis 2011). This improved mea sure ment of cohabiting cou ples in the 

1  Variable names are TESEX and PESEX in the orig i nal ATUS data obtained from the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics. TESEX and PESEX were col lected at the time of the ATUS inter view and the final CPS inter-
views, respec tively, for all  indi vid u als in the house hold dur ing those inter views. For users of ATUS data 
from IPUMS, var i able names are SEX and SEX_CPS8.
2  On the basis of cor re spon dence with the Census Bureau, respon dents to a fol low-up ques tion asked in 
a  split-panel field  test almost always con firmed  that  the boy friend/girl friend or part ner was a  roman tic 
part ner.
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CPS may also be lev er aged when using the ATUS, because the CPS is the sam pling 
frame for the ATUS. We pro pose an exten sion of Prickett and col leagues’ (2016) 
method for iden ti fy ing indi vid u als in unmar ried cohabiting same-sex cou ple rela-
tion ships in the ATUS via improved mea sure ment of unmar ried cohabiting cou ples 
in  the CPS  (Kreider  2008;  Lofquist  and  Ellis  2011). The  inclu sion  of  indi vid u-
als in “addi tional cou ples” should result  in more com plete rep re sen ta tion of, and 
improved esti ma tes of, time use for indi vid u als in same-sex cou ple rela tion ships in 
the ATUS.

Methodology and Analysis

We use infor ma tion about rela tion ship to the ATUS respon dent to iden tify indi vid u als 
in house holder cou ples3 and lever age the link age between the CPS and the ATUS to 
use the direct ques tion about unmar ried part ners in the CPS4 to iden tify indi vid u als in 
addi tional unmar ried cohabiting same-sex rela tion ships in the ATUS (Kreider 2008; 
Lofquist and Ellis 2011).5 The first step in iden ti fy ing indi vid u als in addi tional cou-
ples is to deter mine whether the ATUS respon dent who is not in a house holder cou ple 
at the time of the ATUS (on the basis of the var i ables RELATE in the IPUMS ATUS 
and TERRP in the orig i nal ATUS data from the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS)) 
iden ti fied a part ner in the house hold at the time of the CPS. Identification of a part ner 
in the house hold dur ing the last CPS inter view is based on answers to the direct CPS 
ques tion (con sid er ing the var i able PECOHAB in both IPUMS ATUS and the orig i nal 
ATUS data from BLS). If the directly iden ti fied boy friend, girl friend, or part ner at the 
time of the CPS is in the house hold at the time of the ATUS inter view (2–5 months 
later), we clas sify the ATUS respon dent as being in an addi tional cou ple. The sec ond 
step is to iden tify indi vid u als in same-sex rela tion ships. We use the sex val ues from 
the ATUS  for  both  the ATUS  respon dent  and part ner  (SEX  in  IPUMS ATUS and 
TESEX in data directly from BLS) to code ATUS respon dents as being in a same-sex 
rela tion ship (Prickett et al. 2016).

Using 2007 CPS data, Kreider (2008) iden ti fied 17.1% of cohabiting dif fer ent-sex 
cou ples  as  “addi tional”  cou ples  using  the  direct  ques tion method. Using  the CPS 
direct ques tion, we expect to iden tify a sim i lar pro por tion of indi vid u als in the 2007–
2019 ATUS who are in “addi tional” same-sex cou ple rela tion ships. Table 1 shows the 
share of ATUS respon dents in house holder or addi tional same-sex cou ple rela tion-
ships. We  include  indi vid u als  in dif fer ent-sex  cou ple  rela tion ships  for  com par i son 
pur poses. We do not  iden tify any  indi vid u als as mem bers of addi tional cou ples  in 
2003–2006 because the direct ques tion was not asked. From 2007 to 2019, the num-
ber of indi vid u als in unmar ried cohabiting same-sex rela tion ships increases by 131 
(for a total of 697) when we include indi vid u als in addi tional cou ple rela tion ships. 
This  trans lates  to 18.8% of  indi vid u als  in an unmar ried cohabiting  same-sex  rela-  
tion ship  iden ti fied  from  the  direct  ques tion,  com pared  with  18.3%  of  indi vid u als  in 

3  These are the cases iden ti fied by Prickett et al. (2016).
4  The direct ques tion was not asked dur ing the ATUS inter view.
5  We access all  data via IPUMS ATUS (Hofferth et al. 2020). Replication code is avail  able from https:  /  /
github  .com  /sarahflood  /identify  -ATUS  -SSCouple  -using  -CPS  -DirectQuestion.
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dif fer ent-sex  rela tion ships  over  the  same  period,  which  is  slightly  higher  than 
Kreider’s (2008) esti ma tes from the CPS. The weighted esti ma tes are slightly higher, 
with indi vid u als in addi tional cou ple rela tion ships mak ing up 20.1% and 20.0% of 
same-sex and dif fer ent-sex cohabiting cou ple rela tion ships, respec tively. The share of 
indi vid u als in same-sex addi tional cou ple rela tion ships varies across years (Table 2). 
In 2019, 13.2% of indi vid u als in unmar ried cohabiting same-sex rela tion ships were 
iden ti fied using  the direct ques tion method, com pared with 35.7%  in 2008. ATUS 
respon dents  whom we  clas sify  as  being  in  addi tional  cou ple  rela tion ships  on  the 
basis of the direct ques tion from CPS have part ners in the fol low ing rela tion ships, as 
reported at the time of the ATUS: 65%, house mate/room mate; 9.9%, roomer/boarder; 
and 25.1%, other non rel a tive.

The share of indi vid u als in same-sex addi tional cou ple rela tion ships is in line with 
expec ta tions (Kreider 2008), but how sim i lar are the indi vid u als in addi tional cou ples 
to those in house holder cou ples? We first com pare the demo graphic char ac ter is tics of 
unmar ried cohabiting ATUS respon dents in same-sex addi tional cou ple rela tion ships 
(2007–2019) to those in house holder cou ple arrange ments in all  years (2003–2019) 
and in 2007–2019 (Table 3). For men and women com bined, there are few sta tis ti-
cally sig nifi  cant dif fer ences between indi vid u als in unmar ried cohabiting same-sex 
rela tion ships iden ti fied using the two meth ods; most dif fer ences are among women. 
Women in addi tional cou ple rela tion ships are less likely to be White, are less edu-
cated, and are youn ger than women in house holder cou ples.

Table 1 Number and per cent age of indi vid u als in dif fer ent-sex and same-sex unmar ried cohabiting  
rela tion ships iden ti fied by the house holder cou ple and addi tional cou ple meth ods, 2003–2019

Total No. of 
Individuals  
in Unmarried  
Cohabiting 
Relationships

Unmarried Cohabiting Couple Identification Method

Householder Couplea Additional Coupleb

Respondents No. Unweighted % Weighted % No. Unweighted % Weighted %

Panel 1: 2003–2006
  Different-sex 1,695 1,695 100.0 100.0 — — —
    Male 812 812 100.0 100.0 — — —
    Female 883 883 100.0 100.0 — — —
  Same-sex 133 133 100.0 100.0 — — —
    Male 63 63 100.0 100.0 — — —
    Female 70 70 100.0 100.0 — — —
Panel 2: 2007–2019
  Different-sex 5,743 4,692 81.7 80.0 1,051 18.3 20.0
    Male 2,697 2,186 81.1 79.0 511 18.9 21.0
    Female 3,046 2,506 82.3 81.0 540 17.7 19.0
  Same-sex 697 566 81.2 79.9 131 18.8 20.1
    Male 309 247 79.9 78.6 62 20.1 21.4
    Female 388 319 82.2 81.1 69 17.8 18.9

Note: We  also  iden tify  42  indi vid u als  in mar ried  same-sex  cou ple  rela tion ships  using  the  house holder 
cou ple method.
a Individuals in house holder cou ples are iden ti fied using the ATUS rela tion ship to house hold head infor ma tion.
b Individuals in addi tional cou ples are iden ti fied using the CPS self-reported rela tion ship var i able infor ma tion.
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Table 2 Number of cohabiting and mar ried indi vid u als in same-sex rela tion ships in the ATUS  
by year, 2003–2019

Cohabiting Married

Cohabiting 
and 

Married

Householder Couplea Additional Coupleb

Totalc 
(7)

Additional 
as % of 
Total  
(8)

Totald 
(9)

Totale 
(10)Year

Men 
(1)

Women 
(2)

Total 
(3)

Men 
(4)

Women 
(5)

Total 
(6)

2003 27 38 65 — — — 65 — 14 79
2004 18 9 27 — — — 27 — 7 34
2005 9 11 20 — — — 20 — 8 28
2006 9 12 21 — — — 21 — 10 31
2007 9 12 21 3 4 7 28 25.0 1 29
2008 8 10 18 4 6 10 28 35.7 0 28
2009 14 21 35 5 7 12 47 25.5 1 48
2010 17 22 39 8 9 17 56 30.4 0 56
2011 11 21 32 6 8 14 46 30.4 0 46
2012 20 26 46 6 6 12 58 20.7 0 58
2013 21 23 44 4 6 10 54 18.5 0 54
2014 20 34 54 4 3 7 61 11.5 0 61
2015 18 37 55 5 5 10 65 15.4 0 65
2016 30 23 53 2 8 10 63 15.9 1 64
2017 20 35 55 3 0 3 58 5.2 0 58
2018 28 27 55 6 4 10 65 15.4 0 65
2019 31 28 59 6 3 9 68 13.2 0 68
Total (All Years) 310 389 699 62 69 131 830 15.8 42 872
Total (2007–2019) 247 319 566 62 69 131 697 18.8 3 700

a Householder cou ples include all  indi vid u als in unmar ried cohabiting rela tion ships who are iden ti fied using 
the ATUS rela tion ship to house hold head infor ma tion.
b Additional cou ples include all  indi vid u als in a same-sex unmar ried rela tion ship iden ti fied using the CPS 
self-reported rela tion ship var i able infor ma tion.
c Total cohabiting includes all  cohabiting indi vid u als in a same-sex unmar ried rela tion ship iden ti fied via 
the house holder or addi tional cou ples meth ods.
d Total mar ried includes all  indi vid u als in a same-sex mar ried rela tion ship iden ti fied via the house holder 
method.
e Total includes all  indi vid u als in a same-sex mar ried or cohabiting rela tion ship iden ti fied via the house-
holder or addi tional cou ples method.

We also com pare the time allo ca tion for indi vid u als in addi tional and house holder 
cou ple  same-sex  rela tion ships. Table  4  shows  the  aver age  daily min utes  spent  in 
eight broad activ i ties (sleep, grooming, work, house hold activ i ties,  lei sure,  rec re a-
tion, care giv ing, and other activ i ties).6 The raw dif fer ences between indi vid u als iden-
ti fied using the addi tional and house holder cou ple meth ods are reported in col umn 3, 
and the dif fer ences net of demo graphic char ac ter is tics (reported in Table 3) and diary 

6  The online Appendix 1 con tains details about the var i ables we used in our anal y sis.
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day are shown in col umn 4. Three of the eight time allo ca tion categories show sig-
nifi  cant dif fer ences. The larg est dif fer ence is in sleep, with indi vid u als in addi tional 
cou ple  rela tion ships  reporting  about  30 more min utes  in  sleep  on  aver age,  net  of 
con trols. Respondents in addi tional cou ple rela tion ships spend 12 fewer min utes in 
rec re a tion or exer cise than respon dents in house holder cou ple rela tion ships (col umn 
4) and 10 fewer min utes car ing for chil dren (col umn 3). Men in addi tional cou ple 
rela tion ships spend nearly one hour more sleep ing than men in same-sex house holder 
rela tion ships.

Conclusion

We extend pre vi ous work on the mea sure ment of indi vid u als in same-sex cou ples in 
the ATUS (Prickett et al. 2016) and of cohabiting cou ples in the CPS (Kreider 2008; 
Lofquist  and Ellis  2011)  to  iden tify  131  addi tional  indi vid u als  between  2007  and 
2019 who are  likely  in unmar ried cohabiting  same-sex cou ple  rela tion ships  in  the 
ATUS. Improved mea sure ment of unmar ried cohabiting cou ples  in  the CPS yields 
a  sub stan tial  increase  in  the  num ber  of  dif fer ent-sex  cohabiting  cou ples  (Kreider 
2008)  and  pro duces  sim i lar  esti ma tes  of  same-sex  cou ples  as  gen er ated  from  the 
ACS (Lofquist and Ellis 2011).7 Extending this approach to  the ATUS yields 23% 
more (131/566 in Table 2) indi vid u als in unmar ried cohabiting same-sex cou ple rela-
tion ships in the ATUS across the 2007–2019 period. We show that the indi vid u als in 
addi tional cou ple rela tion ships are quite sim i lar to those in house holder cou ple rela-
tion ships in terms of demo graphic char ac ter is tics and that their time use is also more 
sim i lar than dif fer ent.

Despite  the  poten tial  of  this  exten sion,  cau tions  are  in  order. Unlike  use  of  the 
direct ques tion  to  iden tify addi tional cohabiting cou ples  in  the CPS (Kreider 2008; 
Lofquist and Ellis 2011), it is pos si ble that dur ing the two- to five-month gap between 
the CPS and ATUS the indi vid ual iden ti fied as a part ner in the CPS is no lon ger the 
ATUS respon dent’s part ner despite con tin ued coresidence.8 There are also occa sional 
discrepancies in the reporting of sex for ATUS respon dents and part ners between the 
CPS and ATUS, which could  result  in mis clas si fi ca tion of dif fer ent-sex cou ples  as 
same-sex cou ples or vice versa. Nevertheless, we priv i lege the ATUS infor ma tion over 

7  Estimates of same-sex cou ples in the 2010 CPS and 2009 ACS are com pa ra ble owing to an improve-
ment to the ACS ques tion naire, which resulted in a decrease in the esti mated num ber of same-sex cou ples 
between 2007 and 2008 (O’Connell et al. 2010).
8  We conducted sup ple men tal ana ly ses (avail  able upon request) com par ing time spent with a part ner for 
indi vid u als in house holder and addi tional cou ple rela tion ships, as well as time spent with a house mate or 
room mate for unpartnered indi vid u als (as two thirds of part ners iden ti fied in addi tional cou ple rela tion-
ships are indi cated to be house ma tes or room mates in the ATUS). For women in same-sex cou ple rela tion-
ships, con fi dence inter vals for part ner time over lap for indi vid u als in house holder and addi tional cou ple 
types. For men in same-sex cou ple rela tion ships, con fi dence inter vals do not over lap and indi cate that men 
in same-sex rela tion ships iden ti fied using the addi tional cou ples method spend sig nifi  cantly less time with 
the part ner than men in same-sex rela tion ships iden ti fied using the house holder cou ple method. Both men 
and women in same-sex addi tional cou ple rela tion ships spend sig nifi  cantly more time together (both sta-
tis ti cally and in mag ni tude) com pared with indi vid u als who are unpartnered and liv ing with house ma tes. 
This increases our con fi dence, par tic u larly for women in same-sex addi tional cou ple rela tion ships, in the 
addi tional cou ple method for iden ti fy ing roman tic cohabiting part ners.
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the CPS infor ma tion because since 2014 it has been ver i fied at the time of the ATUS 
inter view and changes are ver i fied by the Census Bureau prior to release of the data.9

On the basis of pre vi ous research (Kreider 2008; Lofquist and Ellis 2011) and the 
evi dence we have presented here, we encour age research ers to lever age the link between 
the ATUS and the CPS to iden tify indi vid u als in addi tional cohabiting same-sex cou-
ple rela tion ships in the ATUS using the direct cohab i ta tion ques tion in the CPS. This 
should be done cau tiously because we can not say with cer tainty that the indi vid u als in 
addi tional cou ple rela tion ships remain partnered across the gap between the CPS and 
ATUS despite con tin ued coresidence. We encour age research ers to per form sen si tiv ity 
ana ly ses by  the method used  to  indi cate  indi vid ual mem ber ship  in a  same-sex cou-
ple. Our anal y sis of time use yields few dif fer ences by same-sex cou ple iden ti fi ca tion 
method, but we selected only eight activ ity group ings out of the many types of time use 
that can be ana lyzed with the ATUS. Given the large dif fer ence in sleep for men, we 
rec om mend com par i son of means for key time use out comes by cou ple type sep a rately 
for men and women. Researchers may also want to ensure that their results are robust 
to the inclu sion of indi vid u als in addi tional cou ples in their anal y sis or include a con trol 
for the method of same-sex cou ple iden ti fi ca tion in their mul ti var i ate ana ly ses.

Application  in  the ATUS of  logic used  in  the CPS  to  improve mea sure ment of 
indi vid u als in cohabiting cou ples has the poten tial to pro duce more robust esti ma tes 
of the ways that indi vid u als in same-sex cohabiting cou ples spend their time and to 
increase the util ity of this data source for research on same-sex cohabiters. This is 
crit i cal for sev eral rea sons. First, same-sex cohabiting cou ples are a small but grow-
ing sub pop u la tion; reclassification of sin gle indi vid u als into cohabiting rela tion ships 
may yield more accu rate esti ma tes and knowl edge about how cohabiters spend their 
time. Second, increased sam ple size may be espe cially rel e vant for research ers who 
want to use ATUS mod ule data that are avail  able only in a selected num ber of years. 
Furthermore, accu rate mea sure ment of the cou ple arrange ments of indi vid u als in the 
ATUS has impli ca tions that extend beyond indi vid u als in same-sex cohabiting rela-
tion ships to those in dif fer ent-sex cohabiting rela tion ships and those who are sin gle. 
In sum mary, mea sure ment of rela tion ship type in the ATUS is an issue that requires 
care ful atten tion and detailed robust ness checks but can be enhanced using the rela-
tion ship infor ma tion from the CPS. ■
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