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Gross Domestic Product (GDP) is defined as the market value of all final goods and services produced within a given country in a given year. Economists frequently use GDP as a measure of a nation’s level of total production or output (Colander and Gamber, 2002). But as many have pointed out (Waring, 1990) regarding GDP as a measure of production ignores all of the productive activities that go on outside the market, much of which is engaged in by women. And a big proportion of this non-market production has to do with taking care of children and “dependent” adults (the sick, the very elderly, etc.). For the purposes of this paper I’ll refer to this care-taking type of non-market work as care work.


A number of analysts (Tinari, 1998; Hickenbottom et al., 2002; Fast, 2006; and Ironmonger, 2006) have argued that it’s time we stop ignoring care work in ours attempts to measure output and begin imputing a value for care work as well as other kinds of household based non-market work.
 Upon considering the social value of care work others have pointed out the irony of care work being ignored even when we all benefit from this work as free riders. When parents care for their kids and these kids go out into the world and behave as law abiding, pleasant, contributing members of our communities we benefit from this. Yet we haven’t paid for this benefit, which is where the free rider idea comes in (England and Folbre, 1999). I might add that when care workers take care of kids and dependent adults those of use who derive gain from simply knowing that needy kids and adults are being cared for are free riding. After considering these matters at least one analyst (Bonnar, 2006) has gone so far as to propose that care workers should receive a wage for their work just as other workers do. Although this proponent doesn’t offer a detailed proposal regarding how this would work in practice what she seems to have in mind is government granting care workers payment for the work they do for their kids, spouses, etc. as well as the rest of us. This idea of a government provided wage for care workers is the focus of this paper.


On its face the idea makes a lot of sense, at least it does to me. I do think GDP fails to capture a great deal of production and that much of this production is care work. I also think it’s true that care work doesn’t just benefit those directly cared for but, to some extent, the rest of us as well. And the idea that those who receive a benefit should compensate those who’ve provided them with this benefit makes sense too. Thus, why not have the government provide care workers a wage? My answer to this question, in brief, is that once we think through the practicalities of a care worker wage it becomes clear that implementation of such a policy would require us to answer some very difficult questions. Because I don’t feel I have answers to these it seems to me that it may be more prudent to implement a policy that would not compensate care work but recognize such work through facilitating it, that is making it easier for those who want to spend more time doing it to do so. The rest of this paper is an elaboration of what I said in the last few sentences.

How Much Should the Care Worker Wage Be?


If the care worker wage is regarded as compensation for work that’s been and is being done we’d need to figure out how much to pay these workers. Presumably, the way to determine this would be to determine the value of the work they do. In the literature on care work two approaches to imputing a value on care work are typically discussed. 


One approach is the opportunity cost of time method. In this method the value of the care worker’s work is imputed to be the wage she (or he) would have earned if she (he) had worked in the market instead (Goldschmidt-Clermont, 1993). We could use this as a guide regarding how much to pay care workers but there are problems. For one thing, we may not know exactly what someone would have made in the market if they weren’t doing care work. Thus, we may have to rely on what the average market wage is for workers of a given care worker’s type (race, gender, educational background, region, sector of the economy, etc). But this means that care workers’ wages may vary with race, gender, educational background, etc. On average, black workers make less than whites and women make less than men (REFERENCE). Does that mean black care workers should be paid less than white ones and women care workers less than male ones?


Also, if we’re to use the opportunity cost approach how should we treat those who do care work and market work? Should the market wage they are receiving be the guide as to what they should receive for their care work? So investment bankers who take care of kids, etc, should get an investment banker’s wage for this work, while a McDonald’s cashier gets a cashier’s wage?
 Taking seriously the concept of opportunity cost suggests we ought to say yes but I wonder if Bonnar and other advocates of care worker wages would agree. Given the difficulty of these questions, perhaps the opportunity cost approach should be abandoned and a search for another one should commence.


The second approach to imputing a value on care work is sometimes called the replacement cost method. Here the idea is to impute a value to care work based on what it would cost to hire someone in the market to do the kind of work the care worker is doing (replace the care worker, that is) (Fast, 1999). For example, one of the things care workers do is cook. Thus, we could figure out how much time a given care worker spends per day cooking and multiply the market wage of a cook by this cooking time to calculate what we’d owe that care worker for the cooking portion of a day’s work. The same would apply to the other task involved in doing care work. But we also run into problems here.


Care workers cook but are they five star chefs, fast food burger flippers, or somewhere in between? That is, which wage should we use as our replacement wage to determine what to pay care workers. And the problem we ran into with the opportunity cost approach may crop up here as well. It may be the case that, on average, black cooks make less than white cooks and female cooks less than males. Again, do we pay a lower cooking portion of the care worker’s wage to black cooks relative to white ones?   


A problem with both approaches is their relying on market wages as guides to the value of non-market work. Market wages may not include any “public good or bad” consequences, which result from market work. Thus, the extent to which market wages accurately reflect the true social value of market work is questionable. Why conclude they’d be any better at reflecting the value of care work? 


Another problem is that neither the opportunity nor replacement cost approach adequately captures any public good or bad (more on this below) consequences associated with care work. As England and Folbre (1999) tell us, care workers benefit us all by raising “good” kids but why think market wages would include this benefit? 


A third problem is that care workers may derive gain or, as the economists say, utility from caring for care recipients. Parents may enjoy taking care of their children, adult children may enjoy taking care of their elderly parents, etc. A professional home health aid may not derive as much emotional gain from caring for a client, as does an adult child caring for her parent. A professional child-care worker may not enjoy caring for a client’s children as much as a father or mother does caring for their own child. To the extent that these differences hold and we accept the validity of economists’ notion of compensating differentials, perhaps care workers’ wages should be lower than the market wages of comparable workers since the enjoyment care workers get from this work is equal to some portion of the comparable market worker’s wage. But I suspect many parents and caretakers of the frail elderly will tell us that this type of work isn’t all fun and games. So how could we precisely measure the compensating differential associated with care work and decrease care workers’ pay accordingly?  To anticipate a criticism, I’m not saying we really should try to do this. I’m simply saying that if we are to seriously consider paying care workers wages the question of the extent to which we should allow compensating differentials to enter into our pay scales is legitimate to consider.

What About Differences in Quality?


Workers in the market may differ in quality. Although such things may be hard to measure precisely it seems reasonable to conclude that some workers are more productive than others. Some cooks may prepare more meals per time period than others, holding meal quality constant. Some home health workers may be better at relating to their elder clients than others. Some child-care workers may relate to the young kids in their care better than others. It may be that some non-market care workers are better at this type of work than others are as well. Some parents may read to their kids every night before bed, while others do not. Some may talk to their kids and interact with them frequently, while others primarily let television do this for them. Are we to conclude that such parenting style differences reflect quality differences and vary care workers’ wages based on how good they are at doing this kind of work. And what if parenting styles, on average, differ by race or social class. Should care workers who are members of the groups with, on average, “lower quality” parenting styles be paid lower care worker wages?


This business about quality differences raises another set of questions. Should we monitor care workers in some way to determine if they are adequately doing their jobs and what would it mean for them to be “adequately doing their jobs”? If the answer is yes we should monitor them, then how should we do it? Would care workers get a wage for the important work they do only to be subjected to Orwell’s 1984?

Should Care Workers’ Wages Vary with the Ages of Care Recipients?


A person caring for an infant, one for a ten-year old, and one for an elderly person with severe dementia have very different demands being placed on them. This makes one wonder if some types of care work aren’t harder than other types, because of age differences among those being cared for and, perhaps, other differences. If this is the case should care workers’ wages reflect this and, if so, how?   

Who Should Receive a Care Worker Wage?


As stated above, it’s been pointed out that women do the bulk of the care work in our society and, no doubt, many of the women doing this are mothers. But, of course, parents aren’t the only ones who take care of children and don’t receive a wage for it. Aunts, cousins, siblings, friends, neighbors, as well as others sometimes participate in care work. Some of these folks may only participate sporadically but others may do so on a much more regular basis. This raises the question of who would be eligible for a care worker wage?

What About the Public Bad Consequences of Care Work?


England and Folbre (1999) are right to raise the issue that by nurturing good kids care workers benefit us all. Another thing to consider though is that by raising kids to be “bad” kids some care workers may cost us all, or at least those of us in certain groups. Imagine care workers who socialize their children to hold racist, sexist, homophobic, or other, for lack of a better word, less than tolerant social ideas. Now perhaps these care workers’ “products” wouldn’t be all bad but, from an economic point of view, some of their actions could lead to a great deal of “disutility” for many. A black man called derogatory names or beaten up by a gang of white kids, simply because he’s black, may wonder if we should find the parents of these kids and take back some portion of their care worker wages. This hypothetical is, of course, raising the following question: if the care worker wage is to be viewed as compensation for the value of care work should we subtract the cost imposed onto others by care workers’ products from the wages we pay them? If not, why shouldn’t we? If it’s okay to compensate care workers for the good they do why isn’t okay to subtract from this compensation the bad they do? If we decide that we ought to implement such deletions from compensation, how on earth would we do it? Assessing the extent to which care workers are responsible for the views/behaviors, intolerant or otherwise, of their children isn’t an easy thing to do. And, as stated earlier, a number of care workers may be involved in the provision of care for a given care recipient so perhaps we’d need to assess the extent to which all care workers are responsible for the intolerant behavior of a given care recipient. All this suggests that we should seriously question the notion of trying to get care workers’ wages to reflect any public goods or bads that might result from their work.

Maybe it’s Better to Facilitate than Compensate


It seems to me that it behooves Bonnar (2006) to start offering answers to some of the questions I’ve raised or, at the very least, acknowledge the need to address them. Having said this I do think she and others have raised a very important issue. Caring for the future of our society (kids) and for those who’ve made it what it is today (adults) is an important social contribution. But perhaps, given what I’ve said so far, the better way to recognize the importance of care work is not to compensate but facilitate it. In other words, instead of trying to precisely value the social contribution of care work and paying care workers accordingly, we should simply give care workers enough to live off of even if they choose to allocate more of their time to care work even to the extent of becoming “full-time” care workers. A basic income set at a high enough level could accomplish this. Of course, it could accomplish other things too but, for the purposes of this paper, I want to focus on its relation to care work.  


But, as pointed out in an excellent paper presented at the most recent Basic Income Earth Network (BIEN) Conference (Elgarte, 2006), a basic income could severely cost women as well. This cost could come primarily through the mechanism of statistical discrimination.


Elgarte (2006) tells us that there is good reason to believe that if a basic income did make it easier for care workers to devote more time to care work most of those who’d take advantage of this opportunity would be women. This may lead private sector employers to be less willing to hire women out of a concern that they’d be more likely than men to quit and raise children, care for other adults, etc. This would be an example of what economists call statistical discrimination and, as Elgarte sees it, this could have a devastating impact on women. For one thing, women who are totally committed to private sector work would be negatively affected because employers would assume even they, if hired, will one day leave to raise children. Another negative outcome has to do with the social value we attach to market work. Since women would have a harder time attaining work that’d have a harder time achieving self-esteem. A third result of statistical discrimination has to do with the widespread belief in meritocracy. Since employers’ hiring decisions are widely believed to be based on merit, women’s lesser job prospects will be interpreted as a sign of their lesser capacities, “leading to a decline in women’s status” (Elgarte, 2006, p. 12). Last, this decline in status could result in women being more frequently subjected to violence since violence tends to be directed toward groups with lower status.


It should be said that Elgarte does not conclude from these comments that we shouldn’t implement a basic income but that those who think that we should ought to consider the possible detrimental effects on women and try to design policy mechanisms to curtail these effects. It seems to me that this is good advice. 


One way to address Elgarte’s concerns would be through the provision of state provided universal child-care. If the concern is that a basic income would cause too many women to choose to stay home instead of work outside the home why not “couple” a basic income with a child care subsidy, which is what a universal child-care program would amount to.
 But the demand for child-care occurs in one market, while the “demand” for non-wage time occurs in another.
 In order to conclude that such a coupling would address the problems raised by Elgarte, one has to assume that child-care and non-wage time are substitutes. That is, it must be assumed that when the price of child-care declines the demand for non-wage time also declines (with the supply of labor increasing). This may often be the case in the absence of a basic income but if universal child-care is introduced along with a basic income we may be faced with a “whole new ballgame.” A basic income may give women who always wanted to stay home with their kids, but couldn’t afford to do so even if child-care had been paid for, the opportunity to now do so. This, of course, is precisely the point of using a basic income to facilitate care work. In short, it is questionable the extent to which child-care and non-wage-time would be substitutes in the presence of a basic income regime.


Assuming a basic income would be financed by an income tax (effectively a wage tax), there is another approach, which might work. A basic income works by the government granting citizens or residents a certain income whether or not they work outside the home. We’re assuming, for the sake of discussion, that this income would be high enough to free people up to do more care work if they want to. Any income that exceeded the basic income would be taxable. Suppose we taxed the earnings of mothers/female primary care workers at a lower marginal rate than that for non-care workers and fathers/male primary care workers at a higher marginal rate than non-care workers. In the presence of a basic income this should, theoretically, give female care workers more of an incentive and male care workers less of one to sell their labor in the market. This is because female care workers would give up more wage income by allocating more time to care work than male care workers would. I realize this proposal is controversial and that it might run into some implementation problems of its own.
 I simply offer the idea in the spirit of trying to meet Elgarte’s challenge. 


I suppose an unsympathetic response to this idea might run along the following lines. The reasons more women would increase the time they spend doing care work, under a basic income regime, than the number of men who would do so have more to do with gender socialization than marginal tax rates. Some might even argue that women have a natural proclivity to care work that men simply don’t have. I must say I’m more sympathetic to the socialization take on this than the natural proclivity one but, admittedly, this may just be bias stemming from my sociological training. But if socialization or natural proclivity do explain the difference in question and a basic income would have the effects Elgarte discusses this would be most unfortunate. Short of the government completely taking over the socialization of children or, assuming it were possible, large scale genetic engineering it’s difficult to conceive of a policy, which could address these sources of the problem. 


But, gender socialization and possible natural proclivities notwithstanding, I think incentives do matter for human behavior. If we’re really concerned that a basic income might prove detrimental to women and we want to try to decrease the likelihood of such detriment it seems to me the way to proceed, by means of policy, is to attempt to present male and female care workers with different market work and, by extension, care work incentives. The question is can we come up with the right mix of incentives, while, at the same time, still facilitating care work with a basic income? I simply don’t know the answer to this question. But if the alternatives under consideration are compensation for care work through a care workers’ wage or facilitation of it through a basic income, coupled with the type of incentives discussed above, I’m much more inclined to try the basic income route.
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� I use the term “household based” to make a distinction between what I have in mind here and non-market work done in the not-for-profit or voluntary sector of the economy.


� Eri Noguchi, personal communication.


� I’ve chosen to use the less politically “charged” term “non-wage time” instead of the standard economic term “leisure.” Both refer to time spent doing things other than working for a wage. 


� Another problem is that some research (REFERENCE) suggests that the income effect of taxes is dominant for males, while the substitution effect is dominant for females. This means that a higher marginal rate for male care workers might make them work (outside the home) more not less. But if the substitution effect is dominant for them a lower marginal rate for females should decrease their demand for non-wage time somewhat.
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