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Abstract 

Recently there has been much public discussion about children spending long afternoons alone at home. It has 

been claimed that spending a lot of time alone makes children vulnerable to many kinds of risk behaviour, such 

as smoking, use of alcohol and drugs, depression and poor school performance. Concerns have also been voiced 

about children’s unsupervised television watching, playing of computer games and surfing on the Internet. Yet, 

do we actually know how long the times are that children do spend alone at home and what do they do during 

that time? The purpose of this paper is to study how much time youngsters in Finland spend alone at home, who 

are the youngsters who are alone and what do they do when they are alone. The research data are data relating to 

households from the 1999–2000 Time Use Survey of Statistics Finland. The data cover the shared days of fami-

lies with children on which all family members aged 10 or over kept a time use diary. The respondents recorded 

into the diaries at 10-minute accuracy whether they were alone or together with children aged under 10 belong-

ing to the same household, other members of the household, or with other people they knew. Besides the data 

concerning being alone or together with somebody, the paper also exploits diary information on whether other 

members of the household were at home at the time in question. The scope of the study is limited to school stu-

dents aged from 10 to 18. The material contains data on 191 schooldays and 229 days off school. 

JEL-Codes:  D13, J13
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1 Introduction 

Recently there has been much public discussion about children’s lonely afternoons at home. It 

has been said that spending a lot of time alone exposes children and young people to various 

kinds of risk behaviour, such as smoking, drinking and drug abuse, depression and poor 

school performance. The risk limit has been found to be daily loneliness of over two hours. 

There has also been concern about children’s unsupervised TV watching, computer game 

playing and Internet surfing (e.g. Pulkkinen, 2002, 29; Hochschild, 1997, 10–11, 221–229; 

Suoninen, 2004, 51–53). Is it known, though, how long children actually are at home alone 

and what do they do during that time? 

Children in Finland usually start school at the age of seven. It has been socially acceptable 

that even the youngest schoolchildren can spend time alone at home after school and there is 

no legislation preventing this. Children’s parents usually go to work. It has been very usual 

since the 1960s for mothers to go to work. Mothers and fathers in Finland generally work full-

time (Hulkko, 2007). Children receive a free, hot meal at school and families’ living envi-

ronments have generally been safe in Finland (e.g. Strandell and Forsberg, 2005; Pulkkinen 

and Launonen, 2005). Nevertheless, around the mid-1990s, public debate arose in Finland 

about the lonely afternoons of small schoolchildren. Indeed, in consequence of the debate, 

legislation entered into force as of the beginning of 2004 giving municipal authorities the pos-

sibility to provide state-subsidised morning and afternoon activities for children at the first 

and second grade of school and obliges municipalities to provide morning and afternoon care 

for children with special needs at any grade of school (Pulkkinen et al., 2006). 

A few studies have been conducted in Finland into how the very smallest schoolchildren 

spend their afternoons. Spending time alone in the mornings and afternoons without the com-

pany of adults was studied in connection with the Integrated School Day trial among children 

attending school grades one to nine in four localities in different parts of Finland in 2002–

2005. The study was funded by the Finnish National Fund for Research and Development 

(SITRA) and conducted by the University of Jyväskylä. The project was devising a school-

centred operating model with a restructured school day inclusive of provision of hobby activi-

ties as part of it (Pulkkinen and Launonen, 2005). According to the study results, 42% of 

schoolchildren attending grades one to nine spent time alone without any adults present dur-

ing at least one morning and 62% on at least some afternoon during the survey week in 2005. 

The majority of children did not spend more than one hour alone in mornings. In the after-

noons, the length of the time alone did not exceed two hours with most of the children. The 

proportion of children spending time alone diminished during the Integrated School Day trial 

(Pulkkinen and Launonen, 2005, 94–101). The study also identified possible risk pupils, who 

were those spending more than 10 hours per week alone or with friends and with no regular 
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hobbies. In the course of the study from 2003 to 2004, the number of such risk pupils fell 

from 77 to 23 (Pulkkinen and Launonen, 2005, 111). 

A study of the National Research Centre for Welfare and Health, STAKES, examined how 

children under the age of 10 of employed parents spent their afternoons. According to this 

study the commonest place where schoolchildren spend their afternoons is their own home. 

The children of nearly one-half of the respondents had been alone at home after the school 

day during the past six months either often or always. Only one-fifth of the respondents said 

that their child had never been alone at home (Lammi-Taskula, 2004, 59–60). The main focus 

of this study was on parents’ experiences relating to organised afternoon activity, not on pos-

sible risks experienced by children. 

A study funded by the Academy of Finland used qualitative methods to examine descriptions 

of 8-year-old children of their afternoons in a large Finnish town (N=32). The children spent 

their afternoons mostly at home, sometimes alone, sometimes with their own parents or with 

some other adult person. Some spent their afternoons with an older sibling. Very few of the 

children were completely alone at home for long time periods. The children’s descriptions 

emphasised being alone as more of a positive than a negative experience: spending time alone 

was not always regarded as nice but was occasionally perceived as necessary and as a desired 

state (Strandell and Forsberg, 2005; Forsberg and Strandell, 2006).  

The Finnish studies referred to above concern only a few localities. Thus far nationally repre-

sentative studies specifically on the aloneness of schoolchildren have not been done in 

Finland. The data on aloneness and its duration are based on estimates obtained by interviews 

in the studies by Pulkkinen and Launonen (2005) as well as Lammi-Taskula (2004). Addi-

tionally, the latter study did not ask the schoolchildren themselves about their aloneness, but 

instead directed the questions at their parents. Strandell and Forsberg (2005) applied in their 

study not only interviews but also other qualitative research methods, such as diary forms. 

The objective of this article is to find out how much time young people spend at home com-

pletely alone and what they do when they are alone. Unlike in previous Finnish studies, the 

data are based on national data. In addition, the data have been recorded by the children them-

selves in time use diaries. The use of the household data makes it possible to use, for the first 

time, also the diaries of other members of the family. Previously aloneness among schoolchil-

dren has been studied with the Finnish Time Use Survey without separating being all alone 

from being alone e.g. in one's own room while other members of the family may be at home, 

and being alone at home has not been studied separately (Pääkkönen, 2006). 

The article first examines how much time children spend at home on the whole and at what 

time they are at home. Next we will see how much and at what time schoolchildren are at 

home by themselves or in the company of others. We will then examine what kinds of school-

children are alone at home. Finally, the article studies what children do when all alone and 

how much of their activities they do alone or with others. 
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2 Data 

2.1 Individual and household data 

The research data were the individual and household data from the 1999–2000 Time Use Sur-

vey of Statistics Finland. The data were collected between 1 March 1999 and 12 March 2000 

by household in accordance with the recommendation of Eurostat, the Statistical Office of the 

European Communities. Finland’s previous Time Use Surveys have been conducted on indi-

vidual samples. All household members aged ten or over were interviewed and diaries were 

left for them to fill in. Household members kept a diary on two same days drawn by lot in 

advance, of which one was a weekday and the other a weekend day. 

The respondents wrote in the diary in their own words at the accuracy of ten minutes what 

they did primarily and possibly simultaneously. In addition, the time spent together with fam-

ily members and other friends was recorded in the diary. The location of activity was deter-

mined in connection with coding. Statistical interviewers collected the data. The primary and 

secondary activities were coded into 185 categories, from which tabulation classifications 

with different accuracy were formed. The data were coded and stored at Statistics Finland. 

Appendix contains a diary. 

The diary was returned by 56% of the households and 52% of the persons. The response rates 

were average by European standards, but clearly lower than in Statistics Finland’s previous 

individual-based surveys (for more about household and person non-response, see Väisänen, 

2002; 2005). 

The individual data for the Time Use Survey include 10,561 survey days. A diary was kept at 

least on one day by 5,332 persons from 2,623 different households. All accepted days were 

collected to the individual data, regardless of whether or not all the household members kept a 

diary on both days. The household data include all those households with at least one com-

mon survey day for all members aged 10 or over. The data contain 4,420 household days from 

2,240 different households. 

In this article, the time spent at home is first examined on the basis of the individual data. In 

this case only the location data is used from the diaries, in addition to the main activity data. 

The household data are used later when analysing the aloneness of schoolchildren. Included 

are the common days of families with children when all the family members aged 10 or over 

have kept a diary. In this case both the being together (“with whom”) data recorded by the 

respondent and the location data on all members of the household are used.  

The respondents recorded in their diaries during waking hours at the accuracy of ten minutes 

whether they were alone, with children aged under ten belonging to their own household, with 

other household members (mother, father, siblings aged at least ten), or with friends (see the 

diary in the Appendix). The “with whom” data are, however, not available for the whole year. 
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To speed up the coding, the “with whom” data was checked and coded only for seven months 

from March to July and from November to December 1999. 

The lower age limit of the Time Use Survey was 10 years. Hence the subjects examined are 

limited to schoolchildren aged 10 to 18. The youngest schoolchildren, that is, children aged 7 

to 9 are excluded from this examination. Consequently, the schoolchildren in this study are 

slightly older than those included in earlier Finnish studies (Pulkkinen and Launonen, 2005; 

Lammi-Taskula, 2004; Strandell and Forsberg, 2005). These data represent the whole coun-

try, but do not include the youngest schoolchildren. The students included are students from 

comprehensive school (aged 10 to 16), upper secondary school and vocational school or col-

lege (aged 16 to 18). As time is used differently on schooldays and days off, they are studied 

separately. Summer holidays are not included in days off. In all, the household data contain 

information on 191 schooldays and on 229 days off. In the broader individual data the number 

of schooldays is 514 and that of days off 600.
1

2.2 Constructing variables for being alone and being together 

In this article, being alone at a given point in time is defined by using the data recorded by the 

respondent him/herself on “with whom” time was spent and in what location. In addition, 

household data are utilised by using the location data from the diaries of other household 

members older than 10 years of age to check if they were at home simultaneously with the 

respondents.  

Time spent together (“with whom”) recorded in the time use diaries means not only doing 

things together, but also being in the company of someone else. Being alone can also refer to 

retiring to one’s own room, even if there were other persons present at home.  

Being alone and being together at home are defined in the article as follows: 

1. Being all alone when no other household members are at home, 

2. Being alone “on one’s own” when there are only siblings at home, 

3. Being together only with friends, 

4. Being alone “on one’s own” when the mother or father are also at home, 

5. Being together with family members (also with friends in addition to family members).  

The connection between aloneness and risk behaviour varies in the categories of being alone 

thus defined. Spending time completely alone may generate loneliness or boredom if no activ-

ity is on offer. Watching X-rated videos, playing violent computer games or surfing on adult 

Internet pages become possible being alone and without supervision. On the other hand, being 

 
1 The individual data also contain the months for which information on being together was not coded. By 

comparing the individual and household data from the same months we can determine the attrition due to 

missing diaries of some household members and missing “with whom” information in the accepted diaries. 

60% (420 days in the household data) of the temporally identically defined (total of 701 days in individual 

data during the same months) population are included when being together is examined.
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alone also gives the possibility for a needed period of rest after the school day. For many, the 

opportunity to spend time alone keeping oneself to oneself is only possible in the afternoons 

(Strandell and Forsberg, 2005). Just being with siblings or friends has its own risks, such as 

increased risk of smoking or drug abuse. On the other hand, spending time with friends with-

out the supervision of parents is a normal part of young people’s development from childhood 

to adulthood. The chance of risks is the lowest when the parents are at home (cf. Osgood et 

al., 2005).  

3 Time spent at home 

First we look at how much time children spend at home in general and what they do during 

that time. The examination is done on the basis of individual data concerning the school year. 

In all, schoolchildren are at home 14 to 15 hours on schooldays and around 17 hours on days 

off (Table 1).  

Table 1 

Time spent by schoolchildren at home by school level and gender  

on schooldays and days off, minutes per day (standard errors in parenthesis)
2
 

 Minutes per day 

 Schooldays Days off 

 All Boys Girls All Boys Girls 

 Mean (SE) Mean (SE) Mean (SE) Mean (SE) Mean (SE) Mean (SE) 

All 869.9 (10.1) 879.3 (14.5) 860.9 (13.2) 1016.8 (22.8) 1023.6 (30.0) 1010.9 (33.7)

Lower level of compre-

hensive school (aged 10 

to 13) 906.9 (17.7) 932.9 (21.9) 879.3 (27.6) 985.6 (38.1) 991.5 (49.8) 980.4 (56.6)

Upper level of compre-

hensive school (aged 14 

to 16) 863.8 (13.5) 876.6 (20.2) 854.0 (18.1) 1029.8 (36.6) 1029.1 (42.0) 1030.3 (55.6)

Upper secondary school, 

vocational school (aged 

16 to 18) 826.6 (18.4) 808.7 (30.0) 845.8 (19.3) 1051.3 (29.4) 1064.9 (41.2) 1037.1 (42.1)

Diary days  

(whole school year) 514  250 264 600 283  317

Source: Time Use Survey, Statistics Finland, 1999–2000. 

                                                 
2  In this article, the standard errors of the means have been calculated with the SURVEYMEANS procedure 

of SAS 9 software while taking the sampling design into consideration. There are two types of intra-class 

correlation of the diaries: between the household members and between each individual's two diaries. The 

statistical tests of this article are adjusted for those design complexities. Due to the small volume of data, o-

riginal strata could not be utilised. Thus the tests were slightly conservative. For the same reason we also 

used a 10% significance level (on the sampling design of the survey see Väisänen, 2002; 2005). 
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Figure 1 

Time use of schoolchildren at home on schooldays, minutes per day 
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Source: Time Use Survey, Statistics Finland, 1999–2000. 

Figure 2 

Time use of schoolchildren at home on days off, minutes per day 
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Source: Time Use Survey, Statistics Finland, 1999–2000. 

Comprehensive school students aged 10 to 13 are more at home on schooldays than older stu-

dents. On days off, the differences between students of different ages in the lengths of time 

they are at home are not statistically significant. 

Two-thirds of the time spent at home is used for sleeping and other personal needs. There is a 

large difference between schooldays and days off school in the duration of sleep. Sleep is 
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“caught up” on days off school. At the lower level of comprehensive school, the difference in 

the time used for sleeping on schooldays and days off is around one hour. At the upper secon-

dary level it has already grown to two hours (see Pääkkönen (2006, p. 431)).  

On schooldays around 40 minutes are spent on homework. On days off studying takes up over 

20 minutes per day at the upper level of comprehensive school, upper secondary school and 

vocational school. Those at the lower level of comprehensive school (aged 10 to 13) can 

spend their weekends mostly free from homework. On schooldays one-quarter of the time at 

home is free time and on days off nearly one-third (Figures 1 and 2). 

4 At what time at home? 

At what time are children at home? On schooldays the timetables of schools determine when 

children are at home. Schooldays begin early in Finland. Figure 3 shows that the time of go-

ing to school in the morning is almost the same, but it follows the inverse order of age so that 

upper secondary school and vocational school students leave for school first and those at the 

lower level of comprehensive school are the last to go. By 8 am over one-half of schoolchil-

dren have left home (see also Pääkkönen and Niemi, 2002, 19–21). 

Figure 3 

Proportions of schoolchildren at home by time on schooldays, per cent 

6:00 7:30 9:00 10:30 12:00 13:30 15:00 16:30 18:00 19:30 21:00 22:30

Time
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100
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Source: Time Use Survey, Statistics Finland, 1999–2000. 

In the afternoon, the youngest schoolchildren come home first. Among comprehensive school 

students aged 10 to 13, one-half have returned home by 2.30 pm. Those studying at the upper 

level of comprehensive school (aged 14 to 16) come home one hour later. Upper secondary 
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school and vocational school students aged 16 to 18 arrive at home last, one-half of them be-

ing at home by 4 pm.  

The proportion of those away from home on schooldays grows again, except for the youngest 

schoolchildren, between 5 and 8 pm, when they do sports and meet friends. Comprehensive 

school students watch the most TV at around 8 pm, whereas older schoolchildren do so a few 

hours later (Pääkkönen and Niemi, 2002, 21). 

Upper secondary school and vocational school students are absent from home later in the eve-

ning than younger schoolchildren. However, on schooldays around 90% of comprehensive 

school students and nearly 80% of those in upper secondary school are at home by 10 pm. 

5 Being alone at home on schooldays and days 

off 

5.1 Timing of being alone 

Schoolchildren spend more than one-half of the day at home. How much of this time are they 

all alone? Next we will first examine the timing of being alone on schooldays and days off 

(Figures 4 and 5). The examination is restricted to afternoons and evenings. Being alone is 

studied separately at given points in time during the afternoon and evening. The figures only 

reveal the proportions of those being alone at each specific point in time. The same school-

children are not alone for the whole evening. 

The proportion of schoolchildren alone at home is at its highest in the afternoon right after 

they come back from school. At 3 pm nearly one-third of schoolchildren are at home on their 

own. After that parents start to come home and the proportion of those all alone decreases. 

After 4.30 pm a good one-tenth of schoolchildren are at home alone at each studied moment 

until 7 pm, after which the proportion falls evenly. 

Until around 5 pm one-tenth of schoolchildren are at home on their own, e.g. in their own 

rooms so that only other siblings are at home. Later during the evening at each studied mo-

ment, nearly one-half of schoolchildren spend time at home on their own so that their mother 

or father is at home. 

At least one-third of schoolchildren are in the company of their family members at each point 

in time between the afternoon and evening. Most time is spent with family members between 

8 and 9 pm. 

Time use at home is more sociable on days off than on schooldays. On days off being alone is 

most common in early evening at around 6 pm, when 15% of schoolchildren are on their own. 

Around one-half of them spend time with other family members at each examined moment 

during the afternoon and evening. On days off more time is spent at home with friends than 

on schooldays. During the early evening, hours about 15% have a friend visiting them. 
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Figure 4 

Time spent alone and together at home by schoolchildren on schooldays  

by time between 3 and 9.30 pm 
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Figure 5 

Time spent alone and together at home by schoolchildren on days off  

by time between 3 and 9.30 pm 
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5.2 Length of time alone 

How long are they at home all alone without anyone else present? On an average schoolday 

around one-half of schoolchildren were not at all alone at home, one-fifth were alone for un-

der one hour and one-sixth from one to two hours. Every tenth had been alone for at least two 

hours. Daily aloneness of over two hours has been found to be the limit which, if exceeded, 

raises the risk of problem behaviour (Pulkkinen, 2002, 29, 150).  

On an average day off, over two-thirds were not alone at home at all. Similarly to schooldays, 

a good one-tenth had then been alone for at least two hours, too. 

Schoolchildren spent an average of 38 minutes alone at home on schooldays, which represents 

4% of the total time spent at home (Tables 2 and 3). This average includes all schoolchildren. 

However, those who were at home alone, spent nearly one-and-a-half hours alone (1 hour and 

20 minutes). On days off the corresponding figures were 46 minutes and 2.5 hours. Fewer 

children were alone at home on days off than on schooldays (31% vs. 48%), but their alone-

ness lasted longer on days off than on schooldays (the significance of the difference is 

p<0.05).
3

In addition to being alone, schoolchildren spent unsupervised time with siblings and friends. 

The lengths of time spent at home with siblings but without parents were 17 minutes on 

schooldays and 16 minutes on days off. Around 20 minutes was spent at home with friends on 

schooldays. On weekends the time spent with friends doubled. All in all, schoolchildren spent 

around one-tenth of the time they were at home without the company of their parents (Table 

3).  

Schoolchildren spent around 2.5 hours of their time at home with family members on school-

days and about three hours on days off. Tables 2 and 3 show that the vast majority of time at 

home is spent alone so that at least one parent is at home. This also includes time used for 

sleeping. The rest of the time is time spent alone in ones’ own room, for example. 

5.3 What kinds of schoolchildren are alone at home? 

According to the averages in Table 2, boys were at home on their own on schooldays more 

than girls were. Boys spent double the time alone compared to girls. On days off there was no 

statistically significant difference in the aloneness of girls and boys. Because of the limited 

data, no statistically significant difference between boys and girls was found in the propor-

tions of those exceeding the two-hour risk limit. 

In addition to the above descriptive analysis, being alone at home was modelled with logit 

models by using gender, as well as age, existence of siblings
4
 (yes/no), number of parents, 

 
3  These averages underestimate somewhat the time spent alone, because around ten minutes of the time spent 

at home was not specified due to insufficient information on time spent together. It is probable that some of 

this time was spent all alone. 
4  The regressor has been constructed with the help of data on the size of the household and number of parents. 

In addition to siblings, the “yes” class may include also other members of the household. 
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mother’s and father’s employment, type of area (urban/scattered settlement area) and house-

hold income (quintiles 1–3/4–5) as the regressors. 

Table 2 

Time spent by schoolchildren at home according to being together and gender  

on schooldays and days off, minutes per day (standard errors in parenthesis) 

 Minutes per day 

 Schooldays Days off 

 All Boys Girls All Boys Girls 

 Mean (SE) Mean (SE) Mean (SE) Mean (SE) Mean (SE) Mean (SE) 

All alone, nobody else at 

home 38.2 (5.3) 49.5 (9.0) 24.9 (5.1) 46.3 (11.3) 58.3 (17.6) 32.0 (12.9)

Alone, only siblings at 

home 17.3 (3.1) 21.0 (4.3) 12.8 (3.2) 15.9 (3.8) 16.5 (5.1) 15.2 (5.3)

Only with friends 22.8 (4.1) 21.3 (6.1) 24.7 (5.8) 50.1 (11.2) 42.7 (11.5) 58.9 (20.1)

Alone, mother or father 

at home 639.9 (16.7) 639.0 (23.4) 640.9 (22.5) 633.2 (29.4) 629.0 (38.2) 638.4 (43.5)

With family members 147.0 (11.9) 158.1 (16.2) 133.9 (15.3) 178.2 (13.4) 186.4 (19.9) 168.3 (17.0)

Diary days 191  102 89 229 120  109

Source: Time Use Survey, Statistics Finland, 1999–2000.

Table 3 

Percentage distribution of time spent by schoolchildren at home  

according to being together and gender on schooldays and days off, per cent 

 Schooldays Days off 

 All Boys Girls All Boys Girls 

All alone, nobody else at home 4 6 3 5 6 4

Alone, only siblings at home 2 2 2 2 2 2

Only with friends 3 2 3 5 5 6

Alone, mother or father at home 74 71 76 69 67 70

With family members 17 18 16 19 20 18

Total (%) 100 99 100 100 100 100

Diary days 191 102 89 229 120 109

Source: Times Use Survey, Statistics Finland, 1999–2000. 

The dependent variables were (1) aloneness in general (0= not alone, 1= all alone at least 10 

minutes) as well as (2) being alone for at least 60 minutes (0= not alone, 1= all alone at least 

60 minutes). The models were estimated separately for schooldays and days off
5
. It would 

have been interesting to model also the factors influencing being alone for at least 120 min-

                                                 
5  The estimation was produced using the SURVEYLOGISTIC procedure of SAS 9 software, which takes the 

survey sampling design into consideration, see footnote 2. 
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utes. The number of such cases in the data was, however, so small (19 schooldays and 19 days 

off) that this variable could not be used in modelling.  

The parameter estimates of the models and their standard errors are presented in Tables 4 and 

5. The odds ratio estimates and the corresponding 90% Wald confidence intervals are pre-

sented in Tables 6 and 7. The confidence interval expresses the range of the odds ratio among 

the population. Due to the small volume of data, a 10% significance level was chosen (see 

footnote 2). The odds ratio is obtained by exponentianing the value of the parameter estimate 

associated with the factor. For each regressor the value of the parameter estimate of the cate-

gory (last category of the variable) selected as the reference category is 0, and the value of the 

corresponding odds ratio estimate is 1. If the odds ratio estimate of the variable's category is 

greater than 1, the category's odds of being alone at home are greater than that of the reference 

category, when other regressors are kept constant. Correspondingly, if the odds ratio estimate 

of the category is smaller than 1, the category's odds of being alone at home are smaller than 

those of the reference category. However, if the 90% confidence limits contain the value 1, no 

conclusion can be made about being alone based on these data (Liao, 1994; SAS Institute Inc. 

2004). 

When the dependent variable was being alone for at least 10 minutes, the only statistically 

significant regressors on schooldays were gender, age, siblings and number of parents (Table 

4). On days off the significant regressors were age, siblings and mother’s employment. When 

explaining being alone for at least 60 minutes on schooldays, gender, siblings and number of 

parents were significant regressors (Table 5). On days off, only age and siblings were signifi-

cant regressors. In the broad model, which included all regressors, also gender was significant 

(Model 2 in Table 5).  

According to the results, on schooldays the odds for boys to be alone at home were more than 

twice as high as for girls, given age, siblings, family type and mother’s employment status. 

On days off the estimated difference between boys and girls was not statistically significant at 

the 0.10 level. Young schoolchildren (aged 10 to 14) were less likely to be alone than their 

seniors (aged 15 to 18) on both schooldays and days off. As could be expected, the existence 

of siblings significantly lowered the odds of being alone both on schooldays and days off. On 

schooldays children of one-parent families were alone more often than children of two-parent 

families, whereas on days off the difference was no longer statistically significant. Mother’s 

employment has a significant impact on being alone only on days off. Even though Table 6 

seems to indicate that a child of an employed mother has higher odds of being alone on 

schooldays than a child of a non-employed mother, the result is not statistically significant 

(p=0.13). On days off a child of an employed mother had lower odds of being alone than a 

child of a non-employed mother. It is, however, difficult to interpret the impact. Schoolchil-

dren’s days off include also weekends. As the mother will, in general, have a day off then as 

well, the variable shows the impact of also other factors than employment.  
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Table 4 

Logit models of being all alone (at least 10 minutes) at home  

on schooldays and days off, parameter estimates 

 Model 1 Model 2 

 Schooldays Days off Schooldays Days off 

 Est.  
Std. 

Err. 
Est.  

Std. 

Err. 
Est.  

Std. 

Err. 
Est.  

Std. 

Err. 

Intercept -0.04  0.65 1.10 * 0.62 0.49  0.87 0.71  0.83

Sex (Boy=1) 0.79 ** 0.38 0.30  0.36 0.81 ** 0.40 0.32  0.36

10 to 14 years 

(Reference: 15 to 18 years) -0.60 * 0.35 -1.10 *** 0.35 -0.61 * 0.37 -1.11 *** 0.35

Siblings (Yes=1) -1.23 *** 0.44 -0.91 ** 0.39 -1.21 *** 0.44 -0.91 ** 0.39

One-parent family 0.83 * 0.49 -0.12  0.49 0.43  0.61 -0.08  0.66

Mother employed 0.79  0.52 -1.03 ** 0.47 0.73  0.54 -0.96 * 0.50

Father employed1    -0.53  0.49 0.45  0.56

Rural (Reference: Urban)    -0.24  0.53 -0.88 * 0.52

Household income: 

Quintiles 1–3 

(Reference: Quintiles 4–5)    -0.11  0.50 0.62  0.50

Likelihood Ratio:        

Chi-Square 12707.47  6658.37  13456.04   7930.88  

DF 5  5  8   8  

N 191  229  191   229 

1 The reference (father employed = 0) includes those without a father in the family.  
Note: *** Statistically significant at the 0.01 level, ** at the 0.05 level, and * at the 0.10 level. 

Source: Time Use Survey, Statistics Finland, 1999-2000. 

When modelling, the impact of variables explaining being alone for at least 60 minutes were 

broadly similar than those presented above. The effect of age was, however, no longer signifi-

cant on schooldays. Mother’s employment did not have a significant impact to being alone for 

at least 60 minutes on schooldays or days off. Age and mother’s employment did, however, 

interact so that on days off only the 15 to 18-year-old children of employed mothers were 

more likely to be alone for at least 60 minutes than the children of non-employed mothers. By 

contrast, the 10 to 14-year-old children of non-employed mothers were more likely to be 

alone than those of employed mothers.
6

Father’s employment did not have a significant impact on aloneness after controlling for 

number of parents and mother’s employment. The variable category "Father non-employed" 

also contained the children without a father in the family. 

                                                 
6  The model (not shown) included as regressors gender, siblings, number of parents and the interaction of age 

and mother’s employment. 
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Table 5 

Logit models of being all alone at least one hour at home  

on schooldays and days off, parameter estimates 

 Model 1 Model 2 

 Schooldays Days off Schooldays Days off 

 Est.  
Std. 

Err. 
Est.  

Std. 

Err. 
Est.  

Std. 

Err. 
Est.  

Std. 

Err. 

Intercept -1.67 ** 0.71 -0.38  0.74 -1.79 * 1.05 -0.17  0.86

Sex  (Boy=1) 0.98 ** 0.48 0.76  0.50 0.91 * 0.49 0.97 ** 0.04

10 to 14 years 

(Reference: 15 to 18 years) -0.52  0.41 -0.99 ** 0.44 -0.52  0.44 -0.94 ** 0.04

Siblings (Yes=1) -0.95 ** 0.47 -1.06 ** 0.43 -0.99 ** 0.48 -1.03 ** 0.02

One-parent family 1.23 ** 0.51 0.16  0.58 1.45 * 0.85 -0.64  0.43

Mother employed 0.87  0.66 -0.58  0.60 0.81  0.71 -0.38  0.57

Father employed1    0.47  0.70 -0.58  0.38

Rural (Reference: Urban)    -0.91  0.72 -1.49 * 0.07

Household income: 

Quintiles 1–3 

(Reference: Quintiles 4–5)    0.02  0.69 0.70  0.26

Likelihood Ratio:        

Chi-Square 10988.92  5414.57  12355.37   7542.93  

DF 5  5  8   8  

N 191  229  191   229  

1 The reference (father employed = 0) includes those without a father in the family. 
Note: *** Statistically significant at the 0.01 level, ** at the 0.05 level, and * at the 0.10 level. 

Source: Time Use Survey, Statistics Finland, 1999-2000. 

Table 6 

Being all alone at home on schooldays and days off,  

odds ratio estimates 

 Schooldays Days off 

 
Odds 

Ratio 

Lower 90 

% Limit

Upper 90 

% Limit

Odds 

Ratio 

Lower 90 

% Limit 

Upper 90 

% Limit 

Boys vs Girls 2.21 1.18 4.11 1.35 0.75 2.42 

Aged 10 to 14 vs  

Aged 15 to 18 0.55 0.31 0.97 0.33 0.19 0.59 

Siblings vs  

No siblings 0.29 0.14 0.60 0.40 0.21 0.76 

One-parent family vs 

Two-parent family 2.29 1.03 5.08 0.89 0.40 1.98 

Mother employed vs 

Mother not employed 2.21 0.94 5.17 0.36 0.17 0.77 

Source: Times Use Survey, Statistics Finland, 1999–2000. 
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Table 7 

Being all alone at least one hour at home on schooldays and days off,  

odds ratio estimates 

 Schooldays Days off 

 
Odds 

Ratio 

Lower 90 

% Limit

Upper 90 

% Limit

Odds 

Ratio 

Lower 90 

% Limit 

Upper 90 

% Limit 

Boys vs Girls 2.66 1.21 5.86 2.15 0.94 4.90 

Aged 10 to 14 vs Aged 

15 to 18 0.59 0.30 1.16 0.37 0.18 0.76 

Siblings vs  

No siblings 0.39 0.18 0.83 0.35 0.17 0.70 

One-parent family vs 

Two-parent family 3.42 1.48 7.92 1.17 0.45 3.04 

Mother employed vs 

Mother not employed 2.39 0.81 7.03 0.56 0.21 1.52 

Source: Times Use Survey, Statistics Finland, 1999–2000. 

Likewise, type of area and household income had no significance on aloneness on schooldays. 

These variables have been excluded from the final models (Model 1 in Tables 4 and 5). The 

type of area variable was, however, significant in the broad model concerning days off, which 

included all regressors. It indicated that schoolchildren living in urban areas were more likely 

to be alone at home on days off than those living in rural areas (Model 2 in Tables 4 and 5).  

6 What is done when alone? 

Next we will examine what schoolchildren do when there is nobody else at home. The exami-

nation includes only those who were alone at home during schooldays and days off. The data 

are thus based on quite a small number of respondents (diary days 154). The results are only 

indicative and the examination is limited to waking hours.  

Clearly the most common activity when alone was watching TV (Figure 6). On schooldays 20 

minutes (a good one-quarter) and on days off 26 minutes (over one-third) of all time spent at 

home alone was made up of TV watching. Watching TV is in general the most common lei-

sure activity among schoolchildren in Finland (Pääkkönen and Niemi, 2002, 25). When tired 

after a schoolday, it is easy to switch on the TV. According to a survey on young people from 

Central Finland, young people regarded television and video as the most important ways of 

filling empty moments (Luukka et al., 2001, 41; Suoninen, 2004, 81–82). 

Still, only a good one-third of all children who were alone had watched TV, and only a few 

(5%) spent the entire time alone by watching TV. Watching TV took up a higher proportion 

of the time spent alone from those who spent more than 60 minutes alone (32%) than from 
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those who spent less time alone (17%). No difference was found to exist between boys and 

girls and schoolchildren of different ages in how much time was dedicated to watching TV.
7

Children also did homework, especially on schooldays. Homework took nearly 15 minutes 

(one-fifth) of all time spent alone. By comparison, only one-tenth of the time alone was spent 

at the computer. This includes playing with video game consoles as well. Other clearly minor 

activities were domestic work, listening to the radio and music, reading and washing oneself 

and getting dressed. These activities are largely the same that emerged in the study of Pulkki-

nen and Launonen (2005, 101).  

Of the different kinds of risk behaviour, the data examined here included information only on 

the use of alcohol. Alcohol use was not mentioned in a single diary, although according to the 

interview data of the Time Use Survey, 50% of boys between the ages of 15 and 18 reported 

that they drink alcohol at least once a month. The corresponding proportion among girls of the 

same age was 29%. It is fair to assume that alcohol drinking takes place mainly outside the 

home in the company of friends. 

Figure 6 

Schoolchildren’s most common activities alone at home during waking hours  

on schooldays and days off, minutes 

0 5 10 15 20 25 30

Reading

Listening to the radio

and music attentatively

Domestic work

Computer games and

other computer

Snacks and meals

Homework

TV and video

Minutes

On days off (N=65)

On schooldays (N=89)

Source: Time Use Survey, Statistics Finland, 1999–2000. 

                                                 
7   Due to the limited data, these figures include both schooldays and days off. The figures refer to the waking 

hours. 
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7 Alone or together? 

Above we examined what is done when at home alone. Next we will see how much of their 

different activities schoolchildren did at home alone and how much together with others. Fig-

ure 7 presents a distribution of the time used for each activity by category of aloneness. The 

examination is limited to primary activities. Possible simultaneous activities were disre-

garded. 

Taking meals and watching the TV were the most family-centred activities among schoolchil-

dren (cf. Livingstone and Bovill, 1999, Ch.10, 3). Having meals at home mainly takes place 

together with family members, which means around 70 % of all eating time. Even when eat-

ing alone, there are usually other family members at home. Thus, schoolchildren’s eating has 

not as yet become individualised. 

The TV is also watched mostly with other family members. Although TV watching dominates 

the time spent alone at home, only very little of all TV watching is done completely alone. TV 

is watched together with friends especially at weekends. 

Figure 7 

Schoolchildren’s time use at home according to time spent together on schooldays (SD) 

and days off (DO), per cent 

Eating, SD

Eating, DO

Homework, SD

Homework, DO

Domestic work, SD

Domestic work, DO

Computer, SD

Computer, DO

TV, video, SD

TV, video, DO

Reading, SD

Reading, DO

0% 20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

All alone Alone, only siblings at home Alone, mother or father at home With family members Only with friends  

N=420: schooldays=191; days off=229. 

Source: Time Use Survey, Statistics Finland, 1999–2000. 

One-quarter of TV watching takes place alone when other family members are at home. Many 

schoolchildren also have the possibility to watch the TV in their own room. The Time Use 

Survey did not ask about the location of the TV set(s) in the home. According to the TV 
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Household Survey, we do, however, know that during the survey period 1999–2000 around 

every tenth household had a TV set in the children’s bedroom as well (Mass Media, 2002, 

148). More than half of the young people, 62% of boys and 57% of girls, aged 13 to 19 in 

Central Finland had a TV in their own room in 1999 (Luukka et al., 2001, 48).  

Over one-half of the total time is spent at the computer with family members or friends on 

days off, one-third on schooldays. Of all leisure use of the home computer, only under one-

tenth takes place all alone. The results thus support the view that the use of the media is so-

cialising rather than isolating from other people (see also Livingstone and Bovill, 1999, Ch.4, 

7; Suoninen, 2004, 89–93). 

In families, in addition to the TV, also the computer is often placed in children’s room. Nearly 

one-half of the boys and one-fourth of the girls aged 13 to 19 in Central Finland had a com-

puter in their own room in 1999 (Luukka et al., 2001, 80). According to a British survey, chil-

dren with a TV or computer in their own room also use them more than others do (Living-

stone and Bovill, 1999, Ch.4, 20–21).  

Homework is done mainly alone, but mostly when either of the parents is at home. One-sixth 

of the time spent on homework was reported to happen with family members. Although 

homework was not done together all the time, advice could be asked from family members 

when needed. 

Music and the radio are also mainly listened to alone. Reading is mostly done alone in peace 

and quiet. Washing oneself and getting dressed are naturally private activities. Schoolchildren 

go to the sauna mainly with their family members; two-thirds of the sauna time at weekends is 

spent together with family members. 

Domestic work is done quite often with family members, a good one-third on schooldays and 

nearly one-half at weekends. Cleaning and arranging are household chores most often done by 

schoolchildren at home. 

8 Conclusions 

On the basis of the Time Use Survey it appears that despite all fears, schoolchildren’s alone-

ness is not that widespread. Schoolchildren spend a relatively small portion of their day alone 

at home. Most of the schoolchildren aged 10 to 18 were not at all alone at home during the 

survey day. One-tenth of schoolchildren spent at least two hours alone at home, which is the 

perceived limit for risk behaviour. The number of children belonging to the risk group of 

children alone for more than two hours was so small that the composition of the group could 

not be examined in more detail. An earlier Finnish study (Pulkkinen and Launonen, 2005) did 

not identify a large group of schoolchildren in the risk group either.  

According to the results, boys spend more time on their own than girls on schooldays. The 

odds for boys to be alone at home were more than twice as high as for girls. The youngest 



Hannu Pääkkonen: Alone at home 

eI JTUR, 2008, Vol. 5, No. 1  62 

schoolchildren were less likely to be alone than their seniors. Only children were more likely 

to be at home alone than children with siblings. The children of single parents are also more 

likely than other children to spend time alone during schooldays.  

Mother’s or father’s employment had no significant impact on the aloneness of children on 

schooldays. This is probably influenced by the fact that in Finland both parents generally 

work full-time. Household income did not have an independent impact on the aloneness of 

schoolchildren. Similarly, the likelihood of being alone on schooldays did not differ between 

rural and urban areas.  

TV is watched most often when alone at home. However, only a few schoolchildren spent 

their entire time alone by watching TV.  

Only one-tenth of the time alone is spent in front of the computer. Since the survey period, 

computers and Internet access have become more common in Finnish homes, so the time 

spent alone may now be more computer-centred than around the millennium. During the re-

cent years, different instant messaging services, such as the Messenger, have become popular 

among young people. In addition to email and playing computer games, using such messaging 

services belongs to the most common uses of the Internet (Pääkkönen, 2007). Even when the 

computer is used alone, the ways of using it are becoming increasingly social. 

The risks relating to unsupervised use of the television and computer arise more from contents 

than from the amount of time used for them. Because of the explosive growth in the supply of 

television programmes brought on by cable, satellite and digital broadcasting, decisions con-

cerning their contents are no longer made at the national level. Likewise, the nature of the 

Internet is global. However, parents do, to a certain degree, have at their disposal technical 

means for preventing access to undesirable channels or web pages. Regardless of this, it is 

difficult to monitor the contents of Internet pages popular among young people.  

Schoolchildren’s most family-centred activities at home were having meals and TV watching. 

Over two-thirds of the time spent on meals takes place in the company of family members. 

Even if other family members were not eating at the same table, they are still at home. De-

spite much debate, families’ eating habits have thus not yet individualised. Listening to music, 

homework and reading mostly take place on one’s own. 

This article has examined only staying alone at home. However the time spent at home is not 

the most prone to risks. Children spend time without their parents outside their homes as well, 

alone or with their friends, which may also expose them to risk behaviour. Some US studies 

have observed that the afternoon hours from 3 to 6 pm between the end of the school day and 

the family dinner pose the highest risk to young people. The highest numbers of young people 

are arrested and many teenage pregnancies are started between these hours (Larson, 1998; 

Osgood et al., 2005). This is also the time period during which Finnish children most often 

are at home alone. 

The main means adopted in Finland for the prevention of schoolchildren’s aloneness is mu-

nicipally organised morning and afternoon activity. At the moment the related legislation 
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concerns pupils attending grades one and two of the comprehensive school. These children 

are younger than the schoolchildren included in this study. Demands have been made to ex-

tend to activity also to pupils attending grades three to nine (Ombudsman for Children et al., 

2006). On the other hand, the Integrated School Day project has also aroused criticism. Stran-

dell and Forsberg (2005) are of the opinion that the project redefines free time as learning. 

Increasing areas of children’s environment are specified as learning environments and activi-

ties in them as learning or learning-like activities. “(T)he foundation of children’s after-school 

activities is relocated in the public sphere; childhood thus becomes removed from the realm of 

home and family” (Strandell and Forsberg, 2005, 623). 
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