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What do we want? 

Ordinary working Americans 

A good wage 

Benefits: pension, health insurance, etc 

Enough hours 

Predictable schedule 

Ability to take time off if needed (sick, 
pregnant, family need) 

6 months or more with our newborn kids 

Good care for preschool children 



 	

What do we want? 

Proponents of the "traditional" family 

It's better for the family and children if there 
are two married adults 

One has a full-time paid job and the other stays 
home with the children 

The one in paid work is a male; the one at 
home is a female 



 	

What do we want? 

Feminists  

Equal opportunity for women in jobs and pay 

Less gender inequality in household and child 
care 

 

Egalitarian feminists 

Gender parity in jobs, pay, housework, child 
care 



 	

What do we want? 

Employers 

Committed employees 

Few absences from work, and no long ones 

Flexible about work days and times 

No benefits (health insurance, pension) 

Modest wages 



 	

What do we want? 

Nordic social democrats 

High employment rate 

One-year paid parental leave, split between 
mother and father 

High-quality, affordable early education 
beginning at 12 months of age 

Not too many restrictions on employers, other 
than a high wage floor 



 	

What do we want? 

US conservatives 

Few restrictions on employers 

Low taxes, so no costly government programs 
or services (paid parental leave, early 
education, paid sick leave) 



 	

Sickness 

The US is the only rich nation without a public 
sickness insurance program 

Though many large private-sector firms offer 
employees some paid sickness days, and a few 
cities and states have a public program, one in 
three employed Americans gets zero days of paid 
sick leave 



 	

Sickness 
 
 

Public expenditures on disability, sickness, and 
occupational injury 
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Share	of	GDP.	Data	source:	OECD.	



 	

Sickness 

Policy options 

Company choice to offer paid sick days 

Tax incentive or mandate for firms to provide 
paid sick leave 

Universal paid sickness insurance 



 	

Children age 0 to 1 

A 1993 law, the Family and Medical Leave Act, 
requires firms with 50 or more employees to 
provide 12 weeks of leave to employees having a 
child or caring for a sick relative 

But half of workers aren't included in this group 

And because there is no requirement that the 
leave be paid, one-third of eligible workers don't 
use it 

Some use it, but 12 weeks isn't much time 



 	

Children age 0 to 1 

25% of employed American mothers return to 
work within 2 weeks of giving birth 

40% return within 3 months 

That's bad for newborn children: outcomes for 
children tend to be best when they are with their 
parent(s) throughout the first year of life 



 	

Children age 0 to 1 

In Sweden, parents of a newborn child have 
thirteen months of job-protected paid leave, with 
the benefit level set at approximately 60-80% of 
earnings 

Two of those months are "use it or lose it" for 
the father; if he doesn't use them, the couple 
gets 11 months instead of 13  

In addition, parents can take four months off per 
year to care for a sick child up to age 12, paid at 
the same benefit level as parental leave 



 	

Children age 0 to 1 
 
 

Paid maternity leave 
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OECD,	"Key	Characteristics	of	Parental	Leave	Systems,"	version	28-02-16,	OECD	Family	Database,	table	PF2.1.A.	



 	

Children age 0 to 1 

Policy options 

12 weeks unpaid parental leave (FMLA), with 
some employers adding paid leave 

A tax credit or mandate for employers to 
provide paid leave 

Universal 52(ish) weeks paid parental leave 



 	

Children age 1 to 4 

Many Americans with prekindergarten children 
want to combine family with paid work 

But out-of-home care can be very expensive: US 
parents currently pay, on average, about $9,000 
per year for out-of-home care. For families with 
incomes below $18,000, the average cost 
amounts to 40% of household income. For those 
with incomes between $18,000 and $36,000, the 
average is 20% of income 



 	

Children age 1 to 4 

Faced with such high costs, some parents settle 
for care that is mediocre or poor 

Others simply forgo employment 



 	

Children age 1 to 4 

Denmark and Sweden offer an alternative model 

Parents can put the child in a public or licensed 
private early education center 

The quality tends to be high, as early education 
teachers get training and pay comparable to 
elementary school teachers 

Parents pay a fee, but the cost is capped at less 
than 10% of a household’s income 



 	

Children age 1 to 4 

We can see the impact in employment patterns 

Among mothers whose youngest child is 6 to 16 
years old, and thus eligible for free K-12 
schooling, the employment rate in the US is just 
a few percentage points lower than in Denmark 
and Sweden 

Among mothers with a child younger than 6, it's 
15 percentage points lower 



 	

Children age 1 to 4 
 
 

Employment rate 
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Source:	OECD.	



 	

Children ages 1 to 4 

Universal high-quality early education for kids 
age 1 to 4 would cost about 1% of GDP 
(Denmark and Sweden spend about 1.5%) 

If the tax payments were distributed as they 
currently are, households in the bottom fifth of 
incomes would pay $133 more per year, those in 
the lower-middle fifth $333, those in the middle 
fifth $666, those in the upper-middle fifth 
$1,266, and those in the top fifth $4,200  



 	

Children ages 1 to 4 

Universal high-quality early education might be 
the most useful thing we could do to reduce 
inequality of opportunity 

See lanekenworthy.net/early-education 



 	

Children age 1 to 4 

Policy options 

Payment and provision of universal early 
education 

Payment for early education: voucher 

Child allowance: $5,000 per year per child prior 
to age 6 (for childcare or other expenses) 



 	

Work time 

Americans work more hours than their 
counterparts in nearly all other rich nations 

This is partly by choice, partly due to having few 
paid days off 

Average commute time per day (to and from 
work) is 50 minutes 



 	

Work time 
 
 

Annual work hours per employed person, 2014 
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Data	source:	OECD.	



 	

Work time 

No US workers are guaranteed any paid days off 

The average, among private-sector employees, is 
16 (holidays plus vacation) 

Only 75% have any 

Among low-wage workers, only 49% have any 



 	

Work time 
 
 
 

 
Rebecca	Ray	et	al,	"No	Vacation	Nation	Revisited,"	CEPR,	2013.	



 	

Work time 

Also important is the culture of taking little or no 
time off 

 



 	

Work time 

Policy options 

Employer choice 

A European number of guaranteed paid days 
off 

35-hour work week (France) 

3 year-long paid sabbaticals during work career 



 	

"Flexible" jobs 

New types of work and jobs as of 2015 

On call workers: 2.6% 

Temp agency workers: 1.5% 

Workers provided by contract firms: 3.1% 

Workers who provide services through online 
intermediaries (Uber, Task Rabbit): 0.5% 

"Freelance" workers: 33% 
	
	
	
	
Source:	Katz	and	Krueger,	"The	Rise	and	Nature	of	Alternative	Work	Arrangements	in	the	United	States,	1995-2015";	Sara	Horowitz,	"Help	for	the	Way	
We	Work	Now."	



 	

"Flexible" jobs 

Getting enough hours 

Having a predictable schedule 

A decent wage 

Benefits 



 	

"Flexible" jobs 

Policy options 

Little or no government intervention; perhaps 
unions can secure a better deal for workers 

Portable benefits: health care, pension, sick 
days, unemployment insurance, parental leave, 
others 

Restrictions on employer abuse of "on-call" 
scheduling 

Higher minimum wage (for "regular" 
employees) 



 	

For more information ... 
 
 
 

           




