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Over the past two decades, social scientists have become increasingly interested in understanding
and measuring people's daily experiences. The purpose of this paper is to review the major
approaches used to measure daily experiences, including interval-contingent, signal-contingent,
and event-contingent methods. Examples of how these methods have been used in therapeutic
recreation and leisure research are provided. The unique challenges and issues of measuring the
daily experiences of individuals with disabilities are discussed.
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.. . the human being struggles with his environment and with the hooks that catch him.
Sometimes he masters his difficulties; sometimes they are too much for him. His struggles
are all that the world sees and it naturally misunderstands them . . . Karl A. Menninger1

The overriding purpose of therapeutic rec- This purpose is articulated in many therapeutic
reation is to enhance the day to day leisure recreation practice models (e.g., Dattilo,
experiences of individuals with disabilities. Kleiber, & Williams, 1999; Stumbo & Peter-
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1 As cited in Potok, C. (1967). The chosen. Greenwich, CT: Fawcett Publications, p. 4.
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son, 1998; Wilhite, Keller, & Caldwell, 1999).
For example, the Leisure Ability Model
(Stumbo & Peterson) identifies an appropriate
leisure lifestyle as the outcome of therapeutic
recreation services. A leisure lifestyle is "the
day-to-day behavioral expression of one's lei-
sure related attitudes, awareness, and activities
revealed within the context and composite of
the total life experience" (Peterson & Gunn,
1984, p. 4). Given the focus on clients' daily
lives as the outcome of therapeutic recreation,
it is important that therapeutic recreation spe-
cialists understand clients' daily leisure expe-
riences.

As suggested by Karl Menninger in̂  the
quote at the beginning of this paper, people
struggle with understanding fully the experi-
ences of others. Frequently, health care and
community service providers struggle to rec-
ognize differences from their life experiences
and those of people with disabilities or people
representing diverse cultural groups. When de-
signing programs, therefore, many therapeutic
recreation specialists depend on and benefit
from the voices, the experiences shared by
individuals with disabilities. For example,
therapeutic recreation specialists may benefit
from understanding the contexts in which peo-
ple with depression choose to participate in
recreation activities or how integrated commu-
nity recreation programs are experienced by
people with spinal cord injuries. Research on
the daily experiences of individuals with dis-
abilities will inform and strengthen practitio-
ners' abilities to develop programs to support
clients' independence in leisure.

As professionals who may design or read
research on the daily experiences of individu-
als with disabilities, it is necessary to begin
with a clear conceptualization of leisure expe-
rience and knowledge of the paradigm guiding
the study. For instance, in regard to the con-
ceptualization of leisure as a subjective expe-
rience, researchers typically use one of three
different approaches, including immediate
conscious experience, definitional, and post-
hoc satisfaction (Ellis & Witt, 1991; Mannell
& Iso-Ahola, 1987; Mannell & Kleiber, 1997).

Immediate conscious experience involves as-
sessing participants' experiential states (e.g.,
arousal, absorption, enjoyment) while they are
engaged in a recreation or leisure experience.
The definitional approach is concerned with
how people construct meaning and use the
word leisure in everyday life. Finally, the post-
hoc satisfaction approach assesses partici-
pants' satisfaction following participation in a
recreation activity.

Researchers typically adopt either a posi-
tivistic perspective or an interpretive perspec-
tive (Bullock, 1993; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
A traditional positivistic perspective assumes
there is one reality that must be examined
objectively. Positivism "strives for explana-
tion, prediction, and control by dividing a
phenomenon into parts that can be isolated and
categorized" (Henderson, 1991, p. 24). In con-
trast, an interpretive perspective assumes there
are multiple realities that can only be under-
stood through the use of multiple methods. An
interpretive paradigm assumes that social phe-
nomenon (or leisure experiences) are socially
constructed, multi-faceted, and influenced by
one's life experiences.

One's paradigm, or world view, will influ-
ence the research methods selected to study
daily experiences, as well as how data are
collected and treated (Bullock, 1993; Hender-
son, 1991). Typically, the positivistic para-
digm is seen as linked to quantitative data and
the interpretative paradigm is seen as linked to
qualitative methods. The delineation of quan-
titative and qualitative data in relation to a
research paradigm, however, is not necessary.
What is necessary is for readers to understand:
(a) the paradigm that guided the study, (b) how
leisure was conceptualized, and (c) whether
the data collected were qualitative or quanti-
tative.

The purpose of this paper is to present
several methods used to examine people's
daily experiences. More specifically, we will
review how methods have been, and could be,
used to study the daily experiences of people
who are recipients of therapeutic recreation
services.
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Methods for Measuring Daily
Experience

Many therapeutic recreation practitioners
and researchers may associate the measure-
ment of daily experience with the experience
sampling method (ESM) work of Csikszent-
mihalyi, Larson, and colleagues (e.g., Csik-
szentmihalyi & Larson, 1984; Prescott, Csik-
szentmihalyi, & Graef, 1977). Recently, the
random signaling format (beepers) is treated as
one form of a broader category of approaches
for experience or event sampling of daily life
(Reis & Wheeler, 1991; Stone, Kessler, &
Haythornwaite, 1991; Wheeler & Reis, 1991).
Methods for measuring daily experience are
classified and discussed here as interval-, sig-
nal-, or event-contingent. Following the
framework used by Wheeler and Reis, the
distinguishing characteristic between these
three approaches is the protocol used to
prompt the research participant to report his or
her experience. Common to all of the ap-
proaches is the collection of participant re-
sponses to a set of researcher prepared ques-
tions either during or immediately following
daily activity.

In this section, description of each method
and examples of how they have been used are
presented. Examples have been selected based
on their inclusion of people with disabilities or
individuals with special needs. Within each
example we discuss the paradigm guiding the
study, the researcher's conceptualization of
leisure, any modifications for participants with
disabilities or special needs, and treatment of
the data.

Interval-Contingent
The interval-contingent method asks par-

ticipants to report on their experiences at some
regular, predetermined interval. Participants
might, for example, be asked to report 3 times
a day (after lunch, after evening meal, before
bedtime), once a week, or once a month. In-
terval-contingent experience sampling may be
used to study the prevalence of certain events
in daily life or to characterize everyday expe-

rience across some general period of time
(Wheeler & Reis, 1991).

Interval-contingent sampling is more pre-
dominant in psychology than leisure research
(for exceptions see Harvey, 1990). Reporting
generally takes the form of a checklist of
behaviors and the respondents complete the
checklist at each scheduled interval. There-
fore, like the limitations associated with activ-
ity checklists, the creation of a comprehensive
list may be difficult. The method does, how-
ever, minimize the retrospective bias associ-
ated with activity checklists. Activity check-
lists require participants to select, recall, and
aggregate events over extended time periods
(Reis & Wheeler, 1991), which can be difficult
and result in an inexact method (Chase &
Godbey, 1983). The interval selected for re-
porting may be adjusted to match the fre-
quency of occurrence of the phenomena of
interest and therefore, may serve as a useful
way to capture experiences that may be under-
reported with other methods. Or, as exempli-
fied by the study conducted by Hull, Stewart,
and Yi (1992), interval reporting may be used
to assess variation of experience during a rec-
reation engagement.

Research example. Chakravorty, Trunnell,
and Ellis (1995) provide an example of using
the interval-contingent method to assess the
effect of a ropes course and processing of the
experience on the depressed mood of 25 adults
from an inpatient psychiatric unit. The study
spanned 2 days. Data collection on Day 1
occurred at 3 points in time: (a) immediately
prior to the ropes course initiative, (b) imme-
diately following the ropes course initiative
(approximately 45 minutes later), and (c) im-
mediately following group processing of the
experience (approximately 15 minutes later).
Data were collected on Day 2 at the same time
intervals as Day 1. A repeated measures anal-
ysis of variance was used to test the interaction
between condition (Day 1 vs. Day 2) and time
(3 intervals). Results indicated a significant
interaction between condition and time (see
Table 1).

Chakravorty, Trunnell, and Ellis (1995) ap-
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Table 1.

Summary of Findings
Transient Depressed Mood by Condition

and Time*

Day of Ropes Course
Time 1
Time 2
Time 3

Day After Ropes Course
Time 1
Time 2
Time 3

20.08
7.80
7.92

18.36
16.88
17.36

* Chakravorty, Trunnell, & Ellis, 1995, p. I l l
Higher scores indicate higher levels of transient

depressed mood.

proached the study from a positivistic perspec-
tive and used pre-determined hypotheses with
an objective stance in data collection. Leisure
was not conceptualized, because the indepen-
dent measure (ropes course) was a recreation
activity and the dependent measure was de-
pressed mood.

Interval-contingent methods examine vari-
ables over time. This method can be used to
track participants' responses to an intervention
over time, as was done by Chakravorty, Trun-
nell, and Ellis (1995). Additional intervals
used in a replication of their study would
further our understanding of the stability of the
effect of ropes course participation on tran-
sient mood states.

Signal-Contingent: Experience
Sampling Method

The signal-contingent approach asks par-
ticipants to describe their experience whenever
signaled. The random signaling format is most
common in leisure research but regular inter-
val formats also have been used (Hormuth,
1986). A common signal-contingent format is
5 to 7 signals per day for 1 week. This format
captures a random sampling of all daily activ-
ities. Random selection of events avoids sys-
tematic bias that could be introduced by re-
peated sampling of the same time period.

At the time of the signal the research par-
ticipant is asked to complete a self-report
questionnaire generally designed to assess the
objective and subjective elements of the expe-
rience (see Table 2). Objective criteria profile
what, where, who, and when elements of the
experience: What was the main thing you were
doing? Where were you? Who else was with
you? When did the activity begin and end? In
addition, participants are asked to appraise the
experience on theoretically relevant dimen-
sions (e.g., affect, concentration, intrinsic mo-
tivation, etc.).

Since the initial introduction of experience
sampling method (ESM) into the literature (Pres-
cott, Csikszentmihalyi, & Graef, 1977), there has
been great interest in the use of the method. The
strengths and limitations of random signaling
experience sampling have been discussed by
researchers representing a number of disciplines
(Ellis, Voelkl, & Morris, 1994; Hormuth, 1986;
Larson & Delespaul, 1992; Samdahl, 1989;
Stone, Kessler, & Haythornwaite, 1991; Voelkl
& Brown, 1989; West & Hepworth, 1991). Fur-
thermore, the method has been used with many
different groups of individuals, including adoles-
cents (Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1984), older
adults (Mannell, Zuzanek, & Larson, 1988),
family units (Larson & Richards, 1994), nursing
home residents (Sutter, 1987; Voelkl, 1989), in-
dividuals with psychiatric diagnoses (Barge-
Schaapveld, Nicolson, van der Hoop, & De
Vries, 1995; Delespaul & DeVries, 1987), peo-
ple with chronic illnesses (Young & Rosenthal,
1999), and people with chronic pain (Vendrig &
Lousberg, 1997), to name a few.

To date, much of the ESM research has been
aimed at describing the daily life of groups of
individuals. The example below shows how the
ESM also has the potential to be used as a tool
for examining the effects of an intervention on
the daily lives of participants.

Research example. Barge-Schaapveld,
Nicolson, van der Hoop, and De Vries2 (1995)

2 For purposes of this manuscript, an abbreviated
version of the study by Barge-Schaapveld, Nicolson,
van der Hoop, and DeVries (1999) was presented.
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Table 2.

Experience Sampling Method Self-Report Form*

Time this form was filled out:
JUST BEFORE THE WATCH 'BEEPED':
Where were you?

Day:

Who were you with?.

Main thing you were doing?,

5 6 7 Very much

5 6 7 Very much

6 7

7

Very much

Very much

How challenged did you feel by what you were doing!
Not at all 1 2 3 4

How skillful did you feel in what you were doing'}
Not at all 1 2 3 4

Do you wish you had been doing something else?
Not at all 1 2 3 4

How focused was your concentration?
Not at all 1 2 3 4

To what degree did you receive clues of feedback as to how well you were doing?
Not at all 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very much

To what degree did time seem to alter (slow down/speed up)?
Not at all 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 Very much

To what degree did you feel: not at all very much
In control 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
Self conscious 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

What, if anything, were you thinking about?
As a result of what you were doing and thinking about, to what degree did you feel:

Good
Happy
Pleased
Competent
Proud
Satisfied

not at all
1
1
1
1
1
1

4
4
4
4
4
4

very much
1
1
1
1
1
1

* Modified from Voelkl & Ellis, 1998

were interested in studying how daily experi-
ences in adults with major depression changed
after 6 weeks of anti-depressant medication.
Twenty-one adults in a clinical trial agreed to
participate in the ESM for 6 days prior (pre-
test) to administration of the drug and the final
6 days (post-test) of the 6-week trial period.
Post-test scores on the Hamilton Depression

Scale were used to classify subjects as "re-
sponders" or "non-responders." Twelve partic-
ipants responded to the medication and were
no longer rated as depressed (responders) and
9 participants did not respond to the medica-
tion and continued to be classified as 'de-
pressed' (non-responders).

During the ESM phase of the study (both
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pre- and post-test), participants were paged 10
times each day between 7:30 a.m. and 10:30
p.m. The 21 subjects responded to 2520 sig-
nals, resulting in a response rate of 81%. The
response rate did not differ between the re-
sponders and non-responders or between the
pre-test and post-test. On each self-report
form, participants reported what they were
doing and responded to 6 7-point Likert-type
scales measuring positive affect and 6 7-point
Likert-type scales measuring negative affect.
For each reported experience, a positive affect
score and a negative affect score were com-
puted by adding the 6 items and dividing by 7.

Data were analyzed on the participant
level. Mean positive and negative affect scores
were computed for each participant and for
participant by activity type. Data on activity
participation were classified into 5 categories:
(a) chores, (b) leisure (active and passive), (c)
social, (d) work, and (e) other.

Responders' frequency of engagement in
chores, active leisure, and social activities did
not change significantly between pre- and
post-test. Their engagement in passive leisure,
however, significantly decreased between pre-
and post-test. Non-respondents showed no sig-
nificant change in frequency of activity en-
gagement over the 6 week period.

Analyses of pre-test data showed no signifi-
cant difference on participants' positive or neg-
ative affect by type of activity. Responders
showed a significant difference in positive affect
and negative affect from pre- to post-test. More
specifically, responders' positive affect for each
type of activity increased significantly and neg-
ative affect for each type of activity decreased
significantly. Non-responders showed no signif-
icant change in positive or negative affect by
activity.

Barge-Schaapveld, Nicolson, van der
Hoop, and De Vries (1995) developed their
study based on a positivistic paradigm and
used objective measures at pre- and post-test.
Use of the ESM allowed them to begin to
understand how the quality of daily life may
change as an individual responds to psycho-
tropic medication.

Barge-Schaapveld, Nicolson, van der
Hoop, and De Vries (1995) coded the ESM
activity data to identify leisure activities, in-
cluding both active and passive forms of lei-
sure. The quality of the experiences was ex-
amined using positive and negative affect
scales. As seen in this reviewed study, most
ESM researchers code leisure through the clas-
sification of the activity data. An alternative
approach would be for a researcher to focus on
the definitional approach to understanding lei-
sure and ask the participant whether or not an
experience (activity reported on a self-report
form) is leisure (Samdahl, 1988).

Event/Activity-Contingent
Event or activity-contingent reporting asks

the research participant to complete a self-
report questionnaire each time an event meet-
ing a pre-established criteria is met. Event
diary methods developed in the field of social
interaction (Duck, 1991; Reis & Wheeler,
1991) have had only limited use in leisure
research (Baldwin, 1998; Lee, Dattilo, &
Howard, 1994). Also included in this category
is the time diary, as it is an activity by activity
(event or episode) technique for collecting
self-reports of an individual's daily behavior
(Harvey, 1990; Robinson, 1988). The self-
initiated tape-recording method (SITRM; Lee
& Wilhite, 1995/96) is an event-contingent
technique for capturing qualitative descrip-
tions of leisure experience.

Event diaries. In general, the event-contin-
gent method requires research participants to
report on an event each time it occurs and is a
useful method when a researcher is interested
in specific sorts of behavior. Wheeler and Reis
(1991) suggested that it is also particularly
useful for the study of variation within a class
of relatively rare events. Because participants
are instructed to complete the self-report ques-
tionnaire as soon after an event as possible, it
is believed to be a less intrusive method than
random signaling experience sampling. The
event diary, however, requires that the event
be clearly defined for the subjects which tends
to limits its use to a small and relatively
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restricted class of phenomena within any given
study. The advantage of event diaries (shared
also by interval-contingent recording) is the
recording of a large number of events so that
variation within a given category may be stud-
ied. In contrast, ESM studies conducted for a
week may generate a small (one to three)
number of reports on any specific category of
experience, for example, exercising. It is ques-
tionable whether such a small number of re-
ports would be a reliable measure of the ex-
perience in that activity.

Research example. A study by Baldwin
(2000) provides an example of how event
diaries can be used to gather data on partici-
pants' subjective assessment of free time ac-
tivities. Baldwin examined the relationship be-
tween the leisure disposition of 77 adolescents
and their subjective assessment of freely-cho-
sen activities during non-school hours. The
Self-As-Entertainer scale was used to measure
leisure disposition; the "capacity or ability to
fill one's free or discretionary time with activ-
ity (mental, physical or social) that is per-
ceived by the individual actor as personally
satisfactory and appropriate" (Mannell, 1984,
p. 232; as cited by Baldwin, 2000). Baldwin
hypothesized that adolescents who scored high
on Self-As-Entertainer would differ signifi-
cantly on the subjective assessment of freely-
chosen events during non-school hours from
those adolescents who scored low on the Self-
As-Entertainer scale. The adolescents com-
pleted the event diaries on 2 weekdays. They
were instructed to complete 1 self-report form
for each freely chosen activity that lasted
longer than 5 minutes (see Table 3). Each
self-report form asked for information on type
and length of activity, as well as assessment of
level of enjoyment, fun, boredom, effort, men-
tal challenge, and physical challenge.

A mean score was computed for each par-
ticipant's response to the subjective assess-
ment items on the self-report form (enjoyment,
fun, boredom, effort, mental challenge, phys-
ical challenge). Results of a one-way
MANOVA indicated that adolescents high on
the Self-As-Entertainer differed significantly

on the subjective assessment of freely chosen
activities from those adolescents who were
low on the Self-As-Entertainer. Follow-up
ANOVAs indicated that the significant differ-
ences existed on level of enjoyment and men-
tal challenge.

As shown by this example, the researcher
defines the event. Baldwin (2000) defined the
event as engagement in a freely-chosen non-
school activity lasting longer than 5 minutes.
Baldwin designed the study based on a posi-
tivistic paradigm and defined leisure as a dis-
position or trait (Self-As-Entertainer) that in-
fluences one's experience of free-time.

Self-initiated tape recorder method
(SITRM). Lee (1990; cited in Lee, Dattilo, &
Howard, 1994) developed the SITRM as a
method for complementing qualitative inter-
views examining leisure experience. Based on
the assumption that the leisure experience is
multi-dimensional, transitory, and multi-
phased, the technique requires that research
participants self-report into a tape-recorder
each time a self-defined leisure experience
occurs. Participants are expected to report
within 20 minutes of a self-defined leisure
experience. Reporting consisted of responding
to a set of open-ended questions developed by
the researcher. In addition to the what, where,
and when questions, participants are typically
asked to describe the experience in as much
detail as possible, what they liked and disliked
about the experience, and the social setting
(see Table 4). Participants also may be asked
to provide any additional comments. Data gen-
erated by the SITRM event contingent method
are analyzed in a standard qualitative format
using the constant comparative method to gen-
erate themes based on types of activities, set-
tings, and characteristics of the experience.

Research example. Wilhite, Sheldon, and
Jekubovich-Fenton (1994) designed a study
using the SITRM to examine how older
women living alone defined leisure. The study
was based on a naturalistic paradigm and qual-
itative data were collected. Eight widowed
women volunteered to participate in the study.
The women individually participated in an
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Table 3.

Example of an Event Diary Self-Report Form*

Instructions

We want you to record some of the things you do from after-school today until the time you
go to bed. Please record only those activities you freely choose to do and only those
activities that last 5 minutes or longer.

After these activities, fill out one of the reports in your event diary. Please answer all the
questions on the diary form. Please record the approximate time the activity began and the
approximate time the activity ended. Please complete the diary as soon as possible after an
activity has ended.

Time began: Time ended:
What was the main thing you were doing?

Was anyone else doing this with you?
Tf "ve.s." who was it?

How much did you enjoy doing this?
Not at all 0 1

How much effort did you put into this?
Not at all 0 1

How mentally challenged were you?
Not at all 0 1

How physically challenged were you?
Not at all 0 1

How much fun was doing this?
Not at all 0 1

How bored were you?
Not at all 0 1

2

2

2

2

2

2

3

3

3

3

3

3

YES

4

4

4

4

4

4

5

5

5

5

5

5

NO

very much

very much

very much

very much

very much

very much

* Adapted from Baldwin, 1998.

initial interview, SITRM, and a follow-up in-
terview. In the first interview participants were
oriented to the SITRM, demographic data
were gathered, and selected questions were
asked about daily life and leisure. The partic-
ipants then engaged in the SITRM for one
week. They were instructed to tape record
answers to specific questions within 15 to 20
minutes of each leisure experience (see Table
4). A card with the typed questions was at-
tached to the hand held tape recorder. In re-
sponse to varying visual abilities, participants

selected a card with a font size appropriate for
their needs.

Using transcripts from the interviews and
SITRM, the investigators used constant com-
parative method to identify themes regarding
participants' leisure in daily life. Participants
identified rhythms in their days, with the most
active time being mid-morning. Themes
emerging from experiences identified the
many attributes of leisure, including utilitar-
ian, productive, nurturing, appreciating, and
enriching. The ability of the data to go beyond
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Table 4.

Self-Initiated Tape Recording Method Questionnaires

Wilhite, Sheldon, & Jekubovich-Fenton, 1994 (cited in Lee & Wilhite, 1995/96, p. 67)
Sample Questions:

1. What were you involved in?
2. Where did it take place?
3. When was it? (date, day, time)
4. Describe what you were experiencing in as much detail as you can.
5. What aspects did you like?
6. What aspects did you dislike?
7. What are your general thoughts, feelings, or opinions about the experience?
8. Additional comments?

Lee, Dattilo, & Howard, 1994, p. 200
Questions/Statements:

1. What activity are/were you involved in?
2. Where does/did it take place?
3. When is/was it? (date, day and time)
4. Describe what you are/were experiencing in as much detail as you can.
5. What are the most exciting/pleasurable things about this experience?
6. What do you dislike about this activity?
7. Describe in as much detail as you can the social setting where you are/were

participating in this activity.
8. Additional Comments?

the activity at hand (TV) and describe its
meaning is evident in the following quote:

I like to watch 'em dance; don't nobody
dance alike. And I enjoy watching 'em.
Some of them can put on a show.
There's one or two, one little 'ole boy
that can dance up a breeze. I'd rather
watch him dance then eat when I'm
hungry. He can really dance. (Wilhite et
al., 1994, p. 73)

Following participation in the SITRM, par-
ticipants reported feeling self-conscious at
times. Lee and Wilhite (1995/96) reported that
several of the women would pretend to be
talking with their grandchildren as they taped
their responses, thereby feeling less self-con-
scious. Lee and Wilhite pointed out that older
adults participating in the SITRM may feel
less comfortable with the tape recorders than

young adults due to the few opportunities they
have had to use technological devices.

Lee and Wilhite (1995/96) used SITRM
data to gain insights into participants' imme-
diate conscious experience and interviews to
confirm and clarify data from the SITRM. The
combined data from interviews and the
SITRM shed light on how participants defined
leisure, experienced leisure (immediate con-
scious experience), and perceived the benefits
of leisure (post-hoc satisfaction). Unlike other
methods used to measure daily experiences,
the SITRM is not used in isolation to other
methods and the combined interview/SITRM
data allows investigators to understand leisure
from a transient, multi-dimensional perspec-
tive (i.e., definitional, immediate conscious
experiences, post-hoc satisfaction).

SITRM data in conjunction with interview
data provide a rich description of participants'
leisure that is not reflected in traditional inter-
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est inventories or check lists (Lee & Wilhite,
1995/96). The SITRM is a promising method
for understanding the richness and quality of
participants' leisure. Such an approach to ex-
amining leisure may be helpful to therapeutic
recreation specialists seeking to understand
their constituents' leisure experiences in the
home, school, work place, and community
(Lee & Wilhite).

Time diaries. The time diary method is a
relatively well established method in leisure
research. Participants report all activities for a
24 to 48 hour period either by completing a
self-report diary or by providing the same
information in a "yesterday" interview with a
researcher. Robinson (1988) suggested that
there are at least three positive attributes of the
time diary method. First, all daily activity is
potentially recorded. Second, all participants
report for an equal amount of time (1440
minutes). Finally, the response format is easily
understandable and accessible to memory.
Like the signal-contingent method, the time
diary captures all daily activities for a speci-
fied period and therefore, enables comparison
of variations of time expenditure in activity
domains. In addition, a wide range of demo-
graphic variables (class, marital status, sex,
etc.) have been used to assess variation in time
expenditure by groups (Harvey, 1990; Robin-
son & Godbey, 1999).

A modified time budget format, the What
Am I Doing? (WAID), was developed by
Neulinger (1986). He created a format that
asked for major activity for each one-hour
time block, as well as the participant's assess-
ment of the subjective dimensions of the ac-
tivity. The WAID questionnaire requires re-
search participants to record a primary activity
for each hour for 24 consecutive hours. Each
activity is then assessed in regard to choice
(perceived freedom), reason (intrinsic motiva-
tion), and feeling (feeling tone).

Time diaries have been used on a limited
basis by therapeutic recreation researchers.
Perhaps the intensive nature of the data col-
lection, the accounting for 24 hours each day

of participation, is one reason that their use has
been limited with individuals with disabilities.

Research example. Voelkl (1998) reported
using a modified time budget method with
community dwelling caregivers and older
adults with dementia. In a pilot study designed
to assess the usability of such a method with
caregivers, as well as examine shared activi-
ties, she collected data from six participant
dyads (caregiver and care-receiver). Caregiv-
ers were asked to report on the activity, loca-
tion, and perceived affect for themselves and
their relative with dementia. In addition, for
each activity reported, the caregiver was asked
whether it was engaged in individually or
jointly (shared activity). Joint or shared activ-
ities were defined as engaged in by both par-
ties at the same time and in the same location
(see Table 5).

Voelkl (1998) analyzed the data on the
activity level (main activity reported for each
half-hour time block). For the six participant
dyads, there were data on a total of 367 half-
hour time blocks. Shared activities accounted
for 55% of 367 half-hour time blocks. Shared
activities included self-care (24%), television
(23%), combined activities (19%), recreation
(18%), caregiver assisting care-receiver with
daily tasks (12%), and daily tasks (4%). Re-
ported affect scores were standardized to con-
trol for individual response bias. The reported
levels of affect (i.e., happiness) for the care-
giver and care-receiver varied significantly in
relation to type of activity.

Voelkl (1998) approached the study from a
positivistic perspective and used an objective
stance in data collection. Reported activities for
each half-hour time block were coded using
pre-determined categories (i.e., daily tasks, self-
care, recreation, television, paid work/other) and
examined in relation to affect (immediate con-
scious experience). The definition for shared ac-
tivities was an activity in which both parties
participated in at the same time and in the same
location. When coding the activity data, how-
ever, the investigator found that for 19% of the
shared activities, the caregiver reported different
activities for themselves in comparison to the
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Table 5.

Example of Modified Time Budget

Log of Daily Time Use
Name:. Date:_
Instructions
Activity: For each Vi hour block of time please indicate the main thing that you were doing.
Indicate what your older adult relative is doing if you are in the same location and can
observe his or her activity involvement.
Shared: If you and your relative are engaged in the same activity, at the same time, place a
check in the row "Shared."
Happy: Based on the scale below, using the numbers rate how unhappy/happy you felt while
engaged in your current activity. If your relative is within your eye sight, indicate how
unhappy/happy he or she appeared to be while engaged in his/her current activity.

very
Unhappy —3

Time

6:00-6:30 am

6:30-7:00 am

quite some
- 2 - 1

Activity

Caregiver:

Care-receiver:

Caregiver:

Care-receiver:

neither some
0 1

Shared activity

quite
2

Caregiver
"Happy"

very
3 Happy

Care-receiver
"Happy"

activities reported for the care-receiver. Fre-
quently, these "combined" shared activities con-
sisted of activities such as meal preparation and
television, reading and television, or television
and cleaning. Voelkl hypothesized that these
"combined" shared activities "may be similar to
how some groups of women have traditionally
identified family leisure as containing a variety
of activities engaged in simultaneously" (p. 237).
This finding speaks to the challenge of creating a
clear definition of the event on which partici-
pants report, as well as the need for researchers
to be sensitive to how participants interpret and
report their experiences.

Overview and Comparisons of
Methodological Approaches

The interval-, signal-, and event-contingent
methods were presented based on their use in

research. One should recognize, however, that
there is great flexibility within the methods,
particularly in regard to what is considered a
discrete event and the number of reports col-
lected per event category. The researcher's
conceptualization of leisure and the particular
research question will largely drive the form
and parameters of the selected method. To
date, decisions regarding the measurement pa-
rameters have been driven largely by conven-
tion rather than by theory (Stone, Kessler, &
Haythornwaite, 1991).

The classification scheme of interval-, sig-
nal-, and event-contingent is not mutually ex-
clusive. For example, Neulinger's WAID
(1986) integrates interval and event recording
as respondents select and report on a primary
activity each hour for 24 hours. This method of
assessing all daily activity is consistent with
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Neulinger's state of mind conceptualization of
leisure, where leisure is not tied to specific
types of activities.

All three approaches share the advantage of
measuring experience in a real life context
close to the time it occurs (the signal- and
event-contingent more than the interval-con-
tingent) and therefore, share the likelihood that
a participant's behavior is not changed be-
cause he or she anticipate reporting on it.
According to Wheeler and Reis (1991), the
interval-contingent and the event-contingent
are preferred when phenomena are relatively
rare, when a number of data points on partic-
ular behaviors are needed, and when appropri-
ate checklists or definitions of events can be
developed. The collection of all daily activities
is important when a researcher wishes to make
comparisons between a number of domains of
activity, resulting in the use of signal-contin-
gent or time diary methods.

Within the field of leisure, these methods
have been modified or developed to assess the
individual's (subjective) characterization of an
activity/event/episode as leisure (Samdahl,
1991, 1992; Shaw, 1986), the subjective ap-
praisal of activity/event/episodes categorized
as leisure (Csikszentmihalyi & Larson, 1984),
and the experience of leisure (subjective ap-
praisal) in recreation or "leisure" activities
(Stewart & Hull, 1992). The interval-, signal-,
and event-contingent methods all generate a
profile of daily experience comprised of ob-
jective and subjective elements where leisure
may be researcher or participant defined. De-
termining which aspect of the profile (i.e.,
activity, duration, frequency, or activity and
subjective appraisal) is incorporated into the
data analyses is a key theoretical issue for
leisure researchers.

Issues and Considerations
Researchers designing a study to measure

daily experiences are confronted with a num-
ber of issues. The selection and training of
participants, as well as the treatment of the
data, are the most common issues raised by
researchers. These issues will be discussed in

this section, as well as the unique issues that
arise when participants have disabilities.

Participants
Participants in daily experience studies

must possess the cognitive, physical, and af-
fective abilities to comply with the demands of
the method. Prior to inviting individuals to
participate, the researcher must consider the
following:

• Does the individual have the cognitive
abilities to know when to respond (e.g.,
recognize an event or beeper signal)?

• Is the individual able to remember the
series of steps he or she needs to follow
to complete a self-report form or speak
into a hand held tape-recorder?

• Does the individual possess the physical
abilities (fine motor skills) to use a pen to
complete a self-report form? Turn off a
pager or watch when it is beeping? Turn
on and off a hand held tape-recorder?

• Does the individual possess the auditory
abilities to hear a beeper?

• Is the individual lucid and able to report
on his or her internal, affective experi-
ence?

In addition to the functional abilities nec-
essary to comply with demands of the selected
method, participants must be able to develop a
relationship with the researcher. Larson and
Csikszentmihalyi (1983) recommended that
researchers and participants develop a research
alliance. A researcher informs participants that
he or she can only learn about the phenomena
of interest through the participants' self-re-
ports. In ESM studies that typically span over
a week, the researcher may have ongoing con-
tact with participants. Again, ongoing contact
is thought to strengthen the research alliance
and increase the odds that participants will
complete the study.

When considering the use of daily experi-
ence methods with individuals with disabili-
ties, it becomes apparent that the demands of
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participation most likely precludes involve-
ment of individuals with cognitive disabilities
or impairments. Cognitive impairments may
prohibit people from providing accurate re-
ports of their time use and affective experi-
ences, or being able to remember the steps
needed to complete a self-report form. Such is
the case with individuals with dementia. In
dementia research, there has been much dis-
cussion as to the assessment of subjective
self-report of affective or emotional function-
ing by older adults with dementia (Lawton,
1991, 1994). Given the cognitive impairment
of people with dementia, researchers have be-
gun to ask family members to serve as surro-
gate or proxy reporters on behalf of their
relatives with dementia (e.g., Albert & Logs-
don, 2000; Lawton, Van Haitsma, & Klapper,
1996; Logsdon & Ten, 1995). Findings from
these studies have shown significant relation-
ships between family members' proxy mea-
sures of affect and those of staff or objective
assessment scales that measure depression. Al-
though the use of proxy measures is promis-
ing, much more work is needed to assess the
validity of inferences that can be made from
such measures.

Training of Participants
People who participate in daily experience

studies are typically agreeing to a commitment
of 2 to 7 days. Given the demands placed on
participants, it is necessary to provide training
on the data collection procedures. Adequate
training can ensure that participants under-
stand the event or signal to which they are
responding, as well as the items they respond
to on the self-report form. Adequate training
also is thought to increase the likelihood that
the participant will complete the study (Larson
& Csikszentmihalyi, 1983; Larson & Rich-
ards, 1994).

Training involves a researcher meeting
with the participant to explain the procedures
and providing the participant the opportunity
to ask questions. When introducing methods to
individuals without disabilities or special
needs, training may occur in small groups. For

example, Larson and Richards (1994) took
about 40 minutes to prepare a family unit
(mother, father, and adolescent son) to partic-
ipate in a 7-day ESM study. Baldwin (2000)
used approximately 10 minutes of a class pe-
riod to train a classroom of 7th graders to
participate in a 2-day event diary study.

When involving individuals with disabili-
ties in a daily experience study, typically train-
ing occurs on a one-to-one basis. For example,
Voelkl (1989) invited nursing home residents
to participate in an ESM study. After securing
informed consent, she arranged to meet with
each participant on an individual basis. The
training covered the following steps: (a) re-
searcher introduced participant to the pager
and how to turn off the beeper signal, (b) the
participant demonstrated the ability to turn off
the signal and turn the pager on and off, (c)
researcher reviewed the self-report form with
participant, (d) the participant completed a
self-report form, (e) researcher left the pager
with the participant and then activated the
pager, (f) the researcher returned to the partic-
ipant within 15 minutes of the signal to discuss
the completion of the self-report form.

Finally, training is thought to decrease the
effect of the method on participants' re-
sponses. Although the effect of participating in
daily experience studies is thought to have
little or no effect on their lives and responses
(Larson & Richards, 1994), this is certainly a
salient issue for researchers working with par-
ticipants who reside in a predictable, routin-
ized environment such as a nursing home. A
resident who can predict his or her day may
enjoy the novelty of carrying an electronic
paging device (signal-contingent method). Just
imagine Tom, an 83-year old resident, who is
wheeling down to the dining room when his
pager is activated. Residents in the same vi-
cinity may all ask about the signal and laugh as
Tom explains. Will Tom complete the self-
report form in response to what was occurring
just prior to the beep? Or will his responses be
influenced by the exchange with other resi-
dents? Training is needed not only to prepare
Tom for participation, but also to decrease the
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Table 6.

Hypothetical Data*

Participant

Wally
Callie
Lennie
Leo
Janie

Total
Number of

Self Reports

18
21
20
19
12

Homework

2
5
1
3
2

Chores

3
4
6
3
1

Recreation

8
7
7
10
7

Other

5
5
6
3
2

* Data could have been generated in a study using interval-, signal-, or event-contingent methods. An
interval-contingent method may have required participants to complete a self-report each night on the day's
freely chosen activities. A signal-contingent method could have been an ESM study requiring participants to
complete a self-report form in response to six signals a day for four days. An event-contingent method may
have required completion of a self-report form each time a non-school time activity was engaged in for longer
than 10 minutes over the course of days.

novelty inherent in participation for Tom and
others in his environment. In order to decrease
the likelihood that responses are influenced by
the procedure, some researchers have dis-
carded data from the first day of data collec-
tion (Voelkl, 1989).

Treatment of Data
The complexity of daily experience data is

due to the fact that all of the methods used
(interval-, signal-, and event-contingent) gen-
erate data at multiple points in time for each
participant. The researcher is faced with the
question of whether his or her interest lies in
understanding people's daily experiences (par-
ticipant level), or experiences and events on a
general level (experience level). In this section
we introduce readers to several considerations
for treatment of the data generated using daily
experience methods.

Researchers are advised to clearly con-
struct their studies with hypotheses or guiding
research questions that lend themselves to ei-
ther experience-level or participant-level treat-
ment of the data (Larson & Delespaul, 1992).
Let's consider a hypothetical data set gener-
ated by 5 adolescents who participated in an

interval-, signal-, or event-contingent study
(see Table 6). The 5 participants reported on a
total of 95 experiences or events. The re-
searcher interested in the quality (affect) of
recreation experiences in contrast to home-
work may examine the data on an experience
or event level (n = 95). To do so, affect scores
are standardized to control for individual re-
sponse bias. Another approach, using partici-
pant-level analyses, may be to compare ado-
lescents on the school honor role to those not
the honor roll to understand whether or not
their level of affect when completing home-
work differs from when they are engaged in
recreation. Participants' affect when doing
homework and while engaged in recreation
will be aggregated for each research partici-
pant. The aggregate, or mean scores, for each
participant will be of interest to the researcher.

A common issue for researchers, whether
interested in participant or experience level
analyses, is whether or not the number of
observations in the context of interest provides
a reliable picture. For example, Wally reported
on homework during only two self-reports.
Does this constitute a reliable picture of his
experiences when doing homework? Or did
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we happen to sample times or days when he
was studying his favorite subject and therefore
experiencing high levels of affect not typical
of his homework experiences? As pointed out
by Stone, Kessler, and Haythornwaite (1991),
"researchers who . . . construct aggregate mea-
sures should apply the same standards for
reliable measures as they would in construct-
ing any other multi-item scale. The number of
indicators required to achieve reliable mea-
surement should be a central consideration"
(p. 591).

Larson and Delespaul (1992) have ex-
pressed caution when treating data on the ex-
perience level. Participants who report on a
high number of experiences or events exert
more influence on the data set and findings
than those who report on few experiences or
events. For example, the data in Table 6, show
that Callie reported on 21 events and these
data will be much more influential in terms of
the overall findings than the data from a par-
ticipant such as Janie who reported on only 12
events.

In general, Larson and Delespaul (1992)
advocate for participant level analyses. Partic-
ipant level analyses do not violate assumptions
of independence needed for inferential statis-
tics. Even with the challenge inherent in expe-
rience level analyses, other researchers are
interested in treating and analyzing the data to
maximize the use of the multiple, repeated
measures (Ellis, Voelkl, & Morris, 1994).
Continued thought about analyses is needed to
benefit from the repeated measures in daily
experience research.

A number of researchers have treated data
on an idiographic level (Larson & Csikszent-
mihalyi, 1983). Such an approach involves
graphing the data from one individual. The
graph may contain data on time and day of
experience, type of activity engaged in, and
level of subjective experience (e.g., affect,
pain, concentration). Clinicians in therapeutic
recreation (Voelkl & Birkel, 1988), occupa-
tional therapy (Toth-Fejel, Toth-Fejel, &
Hedricks, 1998), and family practice (Young
& Rosenthal, 1999) have all used ESM data at

the idiographic level to assess the daily life of
individual clients. Data gathered using inter-
val-contingent or event-contingent methods
also can be graphed to display one client's
daily leisure experiences. As mentioned ear-
lier, however, the critical issue is to understand
the number of data points needed to obtain an
accurate, reliable picture of the participant's
experiences.

Summary and Conclusions
The therapeutic recreation profession is

committed to enhancing the daily leisure ex-
periences of individuals with disabilities (e.g.,
National Therapeutic Recreation Society,
1996; Stumbo & Peterson, 1998). Intuitively it
has made sense to assume that disabilities and
impairments would constrain or impede one's
leisure experiences. Methods used to examine
daily experiences, such as the interval-, sig-
nal-, and event-contingent methods reviewed
in this paper, allow researchers and practitio-
ners to systematically study the daily leisure
experiences of the recipients of therapeutic
recreation services. Such research and individ-
ual assessments will provide empirical evi-
dence as to how disabilities effect daily life.

Recent developments in daily experience
methods have broadened the research ques-
tions than can be addressed. The SITRM, for
example, is a relatively new method that al-
lows for the collection of qualitative data on
the multi-dimensional, transitory nature of lei-
sure experiences (Lee & Wilhite, 1995/96).
Another advancement has been the use of
interval-contingent (Chakravorty, Trunnell, &
Ellis, 1995) and signal-contingent methods to
evaluate the effectiveness of interventions
(Barge-Schaapveld, Nicolson, van der Hoop,
& DeVries, 1995). Continued work is needed
to evaluate the validity of proxy-measures of
the subjective leisure experiences of individu-
als with disabilities who can not complete
self-report forms, as well as the sampling
frame that will provide a reliable picture of the
daily experiences of individuals with disabili-
ties (Stone, Kessler, & Haythornthwaite,
1991).
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