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Travel diary experiment objectives

• travel diaries are a fairly standard feature of national household travel 
surveys or origin-destination studies elsewhere in the world, and the Sub-
Sahara African practice of omitting them, in favour of simpler instruments 
concentrating on a limited set of trips or types of passengers, is atypical

• in the absence of prior comparisons of the impact of different travel diary 
types on measurement and non-response errors in Sub-Saharan Africa, the types on measurement and non-response errors in Sub-Saharan Africa, the 
objective was … 

to test which travel diary format would be most appropriate for use in a 
planned ‘base line’ survey in Cape Town, Dar es Salaam and Nairobi in 
2009 



Alternative travel diary formats

• trip-based diaries – 1960s-1970s (object of recall = trips undertaken) 
(stage-based diaries as a variant)

• activity-based diaries – 1980s (object of recall = sequenced activities 
undertaken)

• place-based diaries – 1990s (object of recall = sequenced places visited)



Travel measurement nomenclature
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Example of an interviewer-completed trip-based travel diary (FHWA 1973, cited in 
Stopher 2008:5)



Example of a self-completed activity-based travel diary (Jones et al 1983:60)

• trip recall 20% higher than those derived from trip-based diaries 
(Stopher and Greaves 2007) 



Extract example of a self-completed place-based travel diary (Laurie Wargelin, pers 
comm 2008)



Example of a ‘memory jogger’ (www.transport.govt.nz, accessed 18Feb09)



Common problems in (limited applications of) travel  
diary surveys in African cities

• item non-response
• recording errors
• missing trips
• missing trip stages
• incomplete diary period recall



• item non-response, in which interviewers and/or respondents do not provide 
an answer to a question



• recording errors, in which the interviewer or respondent records a response 
to the question, but the type of response provided is unrelated to the 
question – such errors are often associated with diaries in tabular format 
where interviewers or respondents insert information in the incorrect table 
cells
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• missing trips, usually apparent from diaries in which a forward trip to a non-
home activity station is recorded, but not a return trip from this activity 
station
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• missing trip stages, in the case of trips involving mode transfers, usually 
apparent from asymmetrical forward and return trip stages
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• incomplete diary period recall, usually apparent because the diary starts 
after, or ends before, the designated diary period, or, in the case of activity-
based diaries, because the end time of an earlier activity does not 
correspond with the start time of the following activity
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Travel diary experiment method

• 9 previous 24-hour weekday travel diary variations, covering the three main 
diary formats, administered in Cape Town and Dar es Salaam
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• to the greatest degree possible the range, order and phrasing of questions 
included in each diary variation were held constant, to ensure that the 
performance of the different diary formats could be directly compared

• application of memory joggers was atypical in that they were applied 
immediately before detailed diary questioning and retrospectively, to assist 
the respondent in recalling places visited or activities performedthe respondent in recalling places visited or activities performed

• respondents were selected from lower income residential areas where it 
was assumed a greater number of less educated respondents would be 
encountered

Gugulethu (Cape Town) Magomeni (Kinondini, Dar es Salaam)



• 5 tertiary education students, ranging between 22 and 33 years in age, were 
recruited as interviewers in each city

• interviewers were fully briefed on the differences between the different diary 
instruments, trained, debriefed following a pilot run, and supervised in the 
field

• interviewers were allocated quotas of diary types in relation to respondent 
age, gender and education level categories

• data were collected in October 2008



• following data collection, a focus group discussion was held with 
interviewers to enable open-ended questioning around the difficulties they 
experienced in administering the different diary types

• data were coded and captured into a flat-line database comprised of 43 
data fields

a somewhat unique feature of the database is that the majority of fields 
recorded the number of observable non-response and measurement errors, 
as opposed to simply the travel behaviour of the respondent



Trip-based travel diary in tabular format



Place-based travel diary in tabular format



Activity-based travel diary in tabular format



Extract from the place-based diary in sequential question formats 



Findings

• analysis of the database concentrated on understanding the impact of diary 
type, memory jogger and question format on: 

– interview duration

– recall rates– recall rates

– item non-response

– recording errors

– missing trips or trip stages

– incomplete diary recall periods
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Interview duration by diary instrument 

• trip-based diaries took the shortest time to complete and activity-based diaries the longest 
• memory joggers were not found to increase mean interview duration (4 seconds)
• question format did not have a significant effect on interview duration either (18 seconds)
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Trip and trip stage recall (per person) by diary instrument (1) 
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Trip and trip stage recall (per person) by diary instrument (2) 

� 

• the placed-based diary yielded the highest rate of mean trip recall (3.5 trips) and trip stage 
recall (5.5 trip stages)

• given the ±20% higher trip reporting in activity-based diaries reported in the international 
literature, the lower trip and trip stage recall of the activity-based diary relative to the trip-
based diary is surprising – explained perhaps by the high % of activity-based dairies that 
did not cover the full diary period (40%)

trip recall trip stage recall
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Trip and trip stage recall (per person) by city

Cape Town
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• findings across the 
two cities were 
reasonably 
consistent

Dar es Salaam
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Trip and trip stage recall (per interview) by recall aid and diary format

��
recall aid diary format diary format

trip stage recalltrip recall

• (retrospective) memory joggers resulted very little increase in trip reporting
• surprisingly, given the past difficulties experienced with tabular diaries, diaries in tabular 

format were found to yield the same or marginally higher trip and trip stage recall
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Observable recording errors and item non-response (per 
interview) by diary instrument and trip characteristic 

• the place-based diary 
consistently performs 
best with respect to 
destination, departure 
time, travel time and 
mode use data

• a less consistent 
pattern of relative 
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pattern of relative 
performance emerged 
with regard to trip 
frequency, coupling 
and travel companion 
data 



• the trip-based diary (in tabular format) was easiest to administer, primarily 
as it was the instrument that took the least amount of time to complete

• the activity-based diary was the most difficult to administer because it was 
often difficult to explain to respondents the appropriate detail of activity 
scheduling information required, and because it took longest time to 
complete

Focus group discussion with interviewers after data collection revealed:

complete

• the tabular formats were preferred because they were less cumbersome to 
page through and less intimidating to respondents

• the use of memory joggers, as a retrospective recall aid, was at times 
confusing to respondents who were unclear on why they were being asked 
to recall the same information twice



Conclusion

• the findings provide clear and fairly consistent evidence upon which to 
conclude that place-based diaries, notwithstanding the stated preference of 
fieldworkers for the shorter duration trip-diary, are likely to be able to yield 
the greatest trip and trip stage recall and the least recording and item non-
response errors

the shorter duration of trip-based diaries is likely to be due to greater trip the shorter duration of trip-based diaries is likely to be due to greater trip 
and trip stage underreporting

• the high level of incomplete diary periods found amongst the activity-based 
diaries (40%), indicates that these diary instruments will be difficult to apply 
in the Cape Town, Dar as Salaam and Nairobi context, and would certainly 
require better skilled and more experienced interviewers, and perhaps also 
the use of incentives to attain greater higher rates of respondent completion



• findings with respect to the benefits of memory joggers and sequential 
question formats are less conclusive – future development and testing of 
the survey instrument will need to establish whether the use of memory 
joggers as a prospective recall aid, is both feasible in Sub-Saharan 
fieldwork contexts, and beneficial in terms of improved trip reporting

• while no significant advantage or disadvantage to sequential question • while no significant advantage or disadvantage to sequential question 
formats was revealed in the experiment, prior experiences suggest it would 
be prudent to avoid tabular formats

• it is concluded, therefore, that place-based diaries in sequential question 
format, with associated memory joggers, are likely to be most appropriate 
for use in the planned 2009 survey, as well as in African city contexts with 
respondent populations similar in socio-demographic nature to those in 
Cape Town and Dar es Salaam
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