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Question:  A number of contemporary schools of thought regard parenting and other familial care giving as civic work that is not adequately valued by citizens and/or not shared equally between women and men.  If the moral hazard and/or (in)competence argument justify state use of policy to enforce employment (searches), do the same arguments justify use of state policy to encourage/enforce care responsibilities, especially among men.  Why or why not?

Assuming we all want a fair and equal society where everyone is similarly obligated to provide familial care, an examination of the problems inherent in Canadian law is in order.  Mothers in Canada spend significantly more time caring for their children then fathers do.  On average, women spend nearly two and a half hours per day specifically providing care for their children; fathers report only about 35 minutes per day specifically caring for their children (Canada Statistics).  What, then, is the reason for this divergence?  Are parents simply incompetent? Are they unable to figure out what to do in order to equalize parenting responsibilities?  This paper maintains that parents’ competence is not the problem. Moral hazards in current legislation encourage parents to unequally distribute care-obligations.  These hazards justify making sweeping changes to the system.  The competence argument, however, is not sufficient to either explain the current trend of neglecting care responsibilities or to justify policy changes.  To better understand how this is the case, one must first understand how the competence and moral-hazard arguments arose in relation to unemployment and welfare.  We shall then see how the competence argument does not apply to the care-obligation debate.  As a consequence of this analysis, we will also see how moral hazards in both our theoretical perception of familial obligation and the current Canadian policy could be corrected.


Lawrence Mead begins his explanation of the competence argument with the assertion that programs designed to address poverty issues have not been targeted towards the root cause of long-term poverty.  As he puts it, “These programs assume that their clients lack only the skills or the opportunity to work, but experience has shown that what they chiefly lack is personal organization” (Mead 214).  In other words, Mead believes that those experiencing long-term poverty are poor not because they are untrained or lack employment opportunities, but rather because of their personal inabilities.  All of the skill training and all of the opportunities presented to these individuals are bound to fail to alleviate their poverty because these people simply are not equipped to enter the working world.  Mead continues, “More likely [dysfunction] reflects the defeatist subculture of the ghetto” (Mead 215).  It is a part of these people’s natures, whether intrinsic or socially conditioned, that they simply are, in Mead’s terms, “incompetent” to get and maintain gainful employment.  
By contrast, many of those people who neglect or disregard their familial care-obligations
 are not deficient or incompetent in the way that Mead suggests the long-term poor are.  While they may not be acting in the best interest of those around them, non-carers are advancing their own self-interests more than adequately.  Indeed, the main reason that many of these non-carers are deficient in caring is precisely because they are advancing their self-interests to such a point that it starts to infringe upon other obligations that they may have, specifically those related to family.  
For instance, a man who works 60 hours a week or more could justifiably be accused of neglecting familial care-obligations.  He could not, however, necessarily be accused of lacking the ability to parent or the ability to advance his own interests.  As Mead explicitly acknowledges, getting and maintaining gainful employment is how one demonstrates his or her competence and a lack of doing so reflects a deficiency.  This job-getting and maintaining ability that is infringing on other obligations is precisely the ability that the long-term poor lack (Mead 215).  Having a job is not grounds for claims of incompetence in the same way that not getting a job is.  While someone unable to get and hold a job could be accused of being incompetent at advancing his or her own self-interest, someone who works too much could not be accused of having the same deficiency.  While there likely are ways in which parents are themselves not perfect, under Mead’s conception of competence, it is not a lack of competence that leads parents to neglect their care-obligations.  

If it is not a matter of competence, then what is it that leads non-carers to flout care-obligations?  There must certainly be a reason for the noticeably lackluster fulfillment and unequal distribution of care-obligations.  The solution is simple - if the problem does not lie with the individual, it must be a matter of systemic organization.  There must be a systemic incentive to act in these socially non-optimal ways.  Deeper investigation will help to identify the moral hazards evident in current policies, but first, one must better understand the concept of moral hazard.

The term moral hazard in public policy debate denotes those aspects of policies that somehow induce or encourage people to act in socially non-optimal ways.  Anthony Giddens discusses the moral hazards of current welfare policy.  From this examination, we will see how the same argument can be applied to current care related policies.  Giddens claims that in the case of welfare, “It isn’t so much that some forms of welfare provision create dependency cultures as that people take rational advantage of opportunities offered” (115).  Rather than saying that it is peoples’ inability to conduct their own affairs appropriately, Giddens contends that there is a policy problem that encourages at least some people to remain in poverty.  He claims that, “Benefits meant to counter unemployment, for instance, can actually produce unemployment if they are actively used as a shelter from the labor market.”  In other words, by acting rationally under certain welfare policies, someone could conceivably decide that it is in his or her best interest to remain out of the workforce and continue to receive welfare support.  More common is the argument that welfare allows people to take major risks they would not otherwise take. Although a person’s staying on welfare is not socially desirable, many decisions cannot be blamed on the welfare recipient’s irrationality.  If the decision under that particular system is completely rational and still results in a socially non-optimal choice, then there exists a moral hazard within the system.  The problem is in the policy, not the person.  Also worth noting is that moral hazards increase in significance as benefit levels increase.  A person may find it to be more in his or her interest to remain on welfare if he or she is receiving $400 a month than if he or she is receiving $300 a month.  Moral hazards are not all-or-none problems, but rather vary by degrees.  Welfare proposals, and public policy in general, should attempt to eliminate moral hazards if possible, but if it is not possible to eliminate them, policies should be changed to lessen the effects of the hazard and attempt to address cause to the extent possible.
The government has, in the past, generally relied solely on people’s charitable or moral alignments for them to fulfill their care-obligations.  While not specifically a moral hazard in the policies the Canadian government has failed to provide incentives for people to fulfill their care-obligations.  This failure has taken a significant toll on family dynamics and social cohesion.  Attempts to overcome consumerist tendencies after those tendencies have been established face far greater problems than those that pre-emotively encourage people to fulfill their obligations. Thus, many Canadian policies have had limited success in their attempts to address the social and moral degradation of Canadian society.  As we shall see, even those policies designed specifically to encourage or, at the very least, allow people to take time away from work to be with their families have failed. Some of these policies have even created new moral hazards such as those that encourage unequal distribution of care-obligations.
Parental leave is often extolled as a great advancement in allowing people to fulfill their care-obligations.  Currently, in Canada, however, the policy presents certain obstacles towards fulfilling those obligations.  Specifically, the policy encourages an unequal distribution of leave and, therefore, an unequal distribution of care-responsibility.  In Canada, the parents of a new-born child are granted 37 weeks
 away from work to be divided between the parents as they see fit (Canada Labor Code).  While this code seems to take an equal approach to gendered division of care-obligations, there is a hidden moral hazard within this law.  Because women regularly earn less money than do their male counterparts, there is a strong inclination, both for the man and the woman, to have the woman to take the time off rather than for the man.  Care-obligations, then, are ascribed early on to the woman and these roles continue well into the child’s life.  In addition, these roles are then seen as the ‘normal’ roles for men and women and the socially non-optimal effects of the moral hazard are further entrenched.  As Taylor-Goodby puts it, ”The whole sexual division of labour appears to function as a vast engine of moral hazard, in which perverse incentives encourage one sex to refuse to participate in a major division of the totality of social labour” (202).  Both parents, however, should bear equal responsibility for raising a child and any moral hazard that encourages an unequal distribution of care-obligations is certainly grounds for changing the policy.  
Another moral hazard discourages parents from taking time away from work at all.  Because time away from work does not count towards pensions, the employee may perceive that any time that he or she takes now, regardless of reason, will result in additional time at the end of his or her years of work before he or she can retire.  Parental leave or leave to fulfill other social obligations is therefore discouraged.  While this is not as big a moral hazard as the previously discussed hazard, it is worth noting as another reason the current policy is unsatisfactory.

Many proposed alternatives, although they do not completely eliminate the moral hazards of parental leave policies, at least attempt to address these problems and begin to equalize care-obligations.  One proposition directly aimed at the results of the parental leave moral hazard is to reserve some parental leave benefits exclusively for the father.  In other words, a family may be entitled to a particular number of weeks off of work, but the mother can only take a certain percentage of those weeks.  If the father does not use the remaining time off, the family loses it.  This sort of system is already in use in other countries such as Sweden where thirteen months off work are guaranteed to parents and two months of that time is reserved for the father (Semenak).   

This idea, while it goes some way towards addressing the division of time spent with the child and the distribution of care-obligations, would not necessarily result in immediate equality.  Indeed, in Sweden, mothers still take more than 80% of all parental leave (Employment Market Analysis and Research).  It could, however, begin to change perceived ‘normal’ social roles and initiate progress towards more gender equality. The Sweden “daddy months” policy, as it is called, has had some effect on the distribution of parental leave and, therefore, some of the negative effects of the moral hazard.  Specifically, the “daddy months” policy encourages fathers now to take time for their children in addition to attempting to change ‘normal’ social roles. In the 10 years since the first “daddy month” policy was introduced, a relatively dramatic increase of fathers taking time off has occurred.  In 1994, before the “daddy month” policy was introduced, about 10% of all parental leave was taken by fathers.  That amount has increased to nearly 18% since the policy was introduced, and the trend shows no signs of slowing down (Employment Market Analysis and Research).  While this is not even close to equality, this change represents a shift towards a more egalitarian society.  This policy could be perceived as unjustifiably paternalistic, but the harm caused by the continued sexist division of care-giving responsibility with its negative effect on both children and parents is significant enough to justify these new measures.
Other proposals deal directly with the moral hazard related to pensions.  Some proposals suggest that parental leave time should be counted equal to time at work when determining pension levels.  Others advocate parental leave time being counted greater than work time to encourage more parental care-giving.  Either of these policies would address the moral hazard of pension-time, but further analysis is needed to determine which of these would best address the problem without creating new moral hazards such as encouraging parents to have children just to get out of work.  The important idea behind these proposals is the recognition of the problems inherent in current legislation and the attempt to address the moral hazards that they create.
Another Canadian policy with an inherent moral hazard is the definition of the work week as 40 hours.  This definition could be seen as again encouraging people to neglect their care-giving obligations for that 40 hours.  A shortening of the ‘normal’ work week to 35 hours by mandating that over-time pay start with the 36th hour would decrease the moral hazard, but it would not eliminate it. This change in degree, however, could make a substantial difference in peoples’ lives and is worth considering on the basis of the moral hazard argument alone.
As shown above, the moral hazard argument transports much better from the realm of welfare debate to that of familial care obligation debate than does the competence argument. By advancing their own interests under the current legislation, many men are not acting in socially optimal ways. Hence, the moral hazard argument is equally valid in justifying policies designed to encourage and/or enforce care responsibilities as it is in justifying employment-related policies.  The moral hazards presented in all current Canadian legislation should be examined and addressed for the purpose of minimizing the causes and the effects of these impediments to a more fair and equal society. 
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� Those people who neglect or disregard their familial care obligations shall be called “non-carers” for the rest of this paper.


� This 37 weeks of parental leave is in addition to the 15 to 17 weeks of maternity leave for the pregnant mother.





