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Abstract 

This article attempts to estimate the time cost of children for couples who do not forgo any 
income, on the basis of the INSEE 1998-1999 time use survey. Having a child involves an 
increase in domestic work and/or the dedication of occupational income to pay for childcare. 
The reduction in “time for oneself”—leisure and personal care, i.e. 24 hours less working 
hours paid or unpaid— is modelled for a dual-earner couple in full-time employment who do 
not use childcare services to increase their leisure time. Taking a couple in full-time 
employment avoids income endogeneity bias, since income is reduced by career interruption 
and part-time employment. These estimates account for this selection by full-time paid work. 
The article shows that time cost is roughly 1 hour 30 minutes a day for a child aged 3-14, and 
is 4 hours a day for each younger child. As this cost rises, the more fathers sacrifice some of 
their free time. The father and mother of two young children thus each have only 10 hours of 
free time (including sleep) per day. The time cost of a large family is equivalent to a full-time 
job on the labour market. Work-life balance policies and family pension entitlements only 
cover a small part of this cost. 

 

The author wishes to thank UNAF for its help in producing the report (2002) and the paper presented 
to the Journées de Microéconomie Appliquée (2003), “The cost of time devoted to children”, written 
jointly with Christine Barnet-Verzat, some of whose points are used here and whose data is part of the 
database constructed for this article. Thanks are also due to two anonymous referees, Noël Bonneuil, 
Robert Breunig, Elisabeth Cudeville, Dominique Meurs, Alain Monnier, Catherine Sofer and Isabelle 
Terraz. The author assumes full responsibility for her approach. 
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1. Introduction 

The vast majority of estimates of the private cost for parents are based solely on analyses of 
household consumption (Ekert-Jaffé, 1994). However, the cost of a child cannot be reduced to 
a direct monetary cost, namely the expenditure they cause. Their upbringing requires time 
(Girard, 1958; Becker, 1991), shown most obviously in the impact on working life. The 
presence of a child, especially a young child, often causes the mother to reduce her working 
hours, leading to a loss of income for the household, carefully measured by economists1. But 
this financial loss is only part of the time cost of the child and concerns only some mothers. 
What of those who pursue an uninterrupted career or who are homemakers? The presence of 
children in a household not only affects working life but also causes upheavals in time-use in 
all types of activity: domestic work, leisure and even personal care. Some activities increase 
(housework, shopping, for example) and new activities make their appearance (looking after 
the children, helping with schoolwork), at the expense of others such as leisure, sleep or 
working hours. Parents may also choose to increase their working hours in order to pay for 
their children’s education. This article evaluates the time cost of a child on the basis of the 
behaviour of couples where both members are employed full-time. 

Another widely studied aspect of a child’s time cost is the time devoted to practical child care 
and educational activities, key to their development (Leibowitz, 1974; Gronau, 1977; Sayer, 
Bianchi et al., 2004; Chalasini, 2007; Gutierrez-Domenech, 2007; Bianchi, 2000; Sayer, 
Gauthier et al., 2004). However, this is still only a partial estimate of the child’s time cost 
since it does not allow for the additional time spent on collective activities such as cooking, 
housework, laundry, shopping due to the presence children (Barrère-Maurisson et al., 2001). 
Furthermore, it is possible to look after children while doing housework, doubling the time 
devoted to them (Sayer, Gauthier et al., 2004; Fedick et al., 2005). Concerning this aspect, the 
daily life of mothers with children is extensively described (Reid, 1984; Girard, 1958; Stone 
et Juster, 1985; Algava, 2002; Brown et al., 2004). But  these descriptions cannot be used to 
evaluate the upheavals caused by children in a parent’s use of time, because that would 
require a comparative approach (Craig, 2007; Bittman et al., 2008). In France, for example, 
couples with a child of 3 and over spend on average 1 hour 40 minutes a day more on 
household work than couples with no children (Brousse, 1999). 

These average figures are not equivalent in child time cost because they do not account for the 
variety of couples’ decisions that alter that cost: one member of the couple may work outside 
and pay for housework, reducing the time spent with the child and thus the imputed time cost. 
This expenditure is already included in the monetary cost, but it is important to remember the 
extra paid working hours that substitute for household time. Measuring the time devoted to 
children thus presents conceptual difficulties similar to those demonstrated for measuring 
private monetary cost. As in the case of the monetary cost, it is not possible to break down 
directly what is due to the child. One method used in evaluating private monetary cost is to 
use as a household welfare indicator the expenditure on goods for adults alone, their clothes, 
for example. Then total consumption of a household with a child is compared with that of a 
childless household that consumes the same volume of adult goods. In a similar way, this 
article proposes a household welfare indicator for evaluating time cost. 

Two methodological advances are proposed for measuring a child’s time cost for the couple: 

1. Instead of directly measuring the time allocated to different household tasks (the 
substitution of household for market-market time, or multitasking), the issue is addressed 
indirectly by considering the remaining free time available to parents, including time spent 

                                           
1 Research into this financial loss is the subject of an abundant literature: more than 50 entries 
on EconLit. 
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eating and sleeping2. This latter is a direct measure of the parental cost, in terms of free time, 
of bringing up children, on the assumption, shared by all estimations of child costs not based 
on panel data, that free time provides the same well-being for couples with children and 
without children3. This figure takes into account the effect of both the number and the ages of 
children, making it possible to identify economies of scale with respect to the number of 
children.  

Specifically, the time cost of a child is calculated as the difference in parental free time4 
between a household with a child and an otherwise identical household with no children, 
excluding any differences in unemployment or inactivity5. Bearing this last point in mind, 
simultaneous models are generated for male and female free time, and women’s decisions to 
work full-time. 

Full-time working couples. Time devoted to children has three possible trade-offs: (i) Less 
time spent in paid work, and hence lower income which cannot be measured accurately in the 
data, (ii) Childcare expenses, (iii) Less free time, which is equal to the time cost of children 
for full-time dual-earner couples who use no child care. However, due to time constraints, 
women with young children are often forced to work fewer hours in paid employment and are 
therefore likely to be absent from this sample, resulting in sample selection. While 
appreciating that women who remain in full-time work are likely to have a good reason for 
doing so (which may in particular correspond to their wage), not taking this selection into 
account will result in underestimation of the cost of children. Jointly modelling male and 
female labour supply corrects these estimates for any such selection bias, and leads to 
calculations of the time cost of children based on the free time of full-time dual-earner 
couples which should be valid for all couples (Lee et al., 1980).  

Section 2 of this article analyses the concepts used and presents the choice model and its 
hypotheses. The data and econometric methods are described in Section 3 and the results of 
estimates of the influence of the child on parents’ free time are given in Section 4. The 
conclusion proposes an evaluation of a child’s time cost. 

2. Theoretical bases: time for oneself 

Measuring a child’s time cost: towards a concept 

Moving from measuring the time devoted to children to evaluating the cost to parents is not a 
simple task. Because 

• this cost is not the sum of the activities devoted to the child; 
• it is possible to do a number of tasks at the same time; 
• labour-market time may substitute for household work. 

A criterion is needed to allow for the loss of welfare due to the care and upbringing of a child. 
The work may be done by the parents or paid for by them. 

                                           
2 In the rest of this article, “leisure”, “free time”, “personal time” and “time for oneself” are 
used as synonyms. These terms refer to the time left after household and paid work have been 
deducted. 
3 This large assumption, essential for any useful remarks, is discussed with the results. 
4 Free time is 24 hours minus total (paid and unpaid) work hours and associated travel time. 
Cost in terms of free time measures the converse of time spent by parents for their children. In 
addition, adult time used for bringing up children includes external childcare, which can be 
viewed as a gift of time. 
5 In the rest of this article, economically active refers, inaccurately, to the employed. 
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Childcare and household services paid for by parents 

Some of the work of caring for children may often be done by an outside person paid by the 
parents. Like frozen food, dry cleaning and labour-market services for saving household 
working time, this expenditure is already included in the various estimates of a child’s 
monetary cost: this monetary cost increases by 8% of income when mothers are employed 
(Ekert-Jaffé, 1998) according to a model that allows interaction between women’s income 
and work (estimated from the 1995 INSEE household budget survey), but this expenditure is 
poorly recorded in standard models, with no interaction, based on homemakers. Since it 
comes from paid work, it is also the result of a household’s choice to substitute work on the 
labour market for household work (Becker, 1973; Gronau, 1977) for which a more detailed 
explanation would be useful6. In a time account rather than a cash account, external childcare 
will be offset by time in paid work and possibly by leisure time. (i) By counting hours of paid 
work, our time use survey makes it possible to integrate the effort of parents who are able to 
work longer hours to lighten their budget constraints and finance expenditure for their 
children. This overtime was not included before, because the estimate of what parents paid for 
their children was calculated from constant income. In short, controlling for working hours 
and wages, childcare expenses cause a drop in living standards already included, albeit 
inaccurately, in household budget surveys, but the increase in hours of paid work for parents 
compared with childless couples is included here in the time cost of the child. (ii) In addition, 
the time freed up by paying for external care is also included in a child time cost since it is 
domestic time devoted to childcare that is paid for by the parents. Our evaluation of child cost 
thus includes a complete balance sheet of time use, which is not added directly to the 
monetary cost.  

Activities sacrificed for the child: an opportunity cost 

The presence of a child radically alters the parents’ use of time, with some activities 
disappearing or shrinking and others appearing (Barnet-Verzat, 1994). This may involve: 

1. Reduction in paid working hours, leading to a loss of income. This cost comprises two 
components: an immediate loss of income with the reduction or loss of a wage (Anxo et al., 
2002), and a deferred loss, since even a temporary break in paid work means a loss of 
experience and therefore a lower wage when work resumes, with effects lasting into 
retirement (Ribout, 1985; Meurs et al., 2009). Some French and international studies have 
analysed and evaluated this cost (Ekert, 1983; Riboud, 1985; Calhoun and Espenshade, 1988; 
Joshi, 1994, 1998; Ekert-Jaffé 1994; Barnet-Verzat, 1996; Meurs et al., 2007). The time-use 
survey is insufficiently detailed concerning women’s entire working lives to be able to 
measure this loss of income accurately enough. A sample needs to be selected of men and 
women working full-time, for whom this loss may be supposed to be virtually nil. The 
selection must then be considered in the econometric procedures (see below). 

2. Sacrifice by the couple of a household activity for the child. 

Close analysis of household time budgets clarifies this point. Maurin (1989) shows that there 
are three basic sorts of time in daily life: paid work, domestic work and time away. To these 
he adds “time off”: sleeping, eating and watching television. Children do not count as a 
category because “there are no children’s days as such: days on which one devotes a lot of 
time to children are usually days when one spends a lot of time cooking, doing housework 
and laundry”. This observation reflects the importance of multitasking. It is possible to cook a 

                                           
6 However, it is impossible to distinguish exactly the extent of these substitutions in a budget 
survey, since Browning and Meghir (1991) have shown that the demand for consumer goods 
is not separable with respect to women’s activity, whether or not it is substituted for 
household work. 
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meal while ensuring that a child does their schoolwork or talk to the child while doing the 
housework. The cost of the child is indissociable from household work and it is not possible 
to account for the sacrifice of household work for the couple, because to measure it would 
require a specific survey of the purpose and beneficiary of each task, nor can one account for 
household work productivity (Sofer et al., 2008), which may vary if children are present. By 
counting the volume of household work irrespective of its purpose or simultaneous tasks, our 
method produces an understated evaluation of the cost of a child. 

3. Reduction in parent’s leisure time 

This article’s criterion of welfare includes everything in a 24-hour day that is not paid or 
unpaid work. It shows how the presence of children increases the total amount of paid and 
unpaid work, and consequently reduces leisure in the broadest sense, including personal care. 
This is the work of bringing up children, financed by free time. The free time is usually the 
extended leisure time that economists associate with individual welfare. It includes personal 
care, because the 80-hour working weeks for families in the 1950s observed by Girard (1958) 
necessarily impinged on personal care. 

The reduction in leisure time exactly equals a child’s time cost for those couples who do not 
reduce their paid working hours and do not employ outside child carers. Otherwise, one 
would have to add wage loss on one side — as studied by economists7 — and childcare costs 
on the other8 — another topic of study. For that reason this study concerns the leisure time of 
couples in full-time employment. Allowance is made for the fact that this group is selected by 
their decision to work. The model simulates a limitation to childcare time, so that it does not 
exceed paid working hours and does not increase leisure time. One might also consider the 
likely improvement in the productivity of household work where there are children. At all 
events, this research produces an underestimate of a child’s time cost. 

For fathers and mothers in full-time employment, a child’s time cost is measured by the lack 
of time for oneself, or personal time, defined as the sum of the cost in paid and household 
work subtracted from free time. First, the article examines the determinants of the free time of 
married men and women in full-time employment, since it is basically individual and each 
person enjoys their free time according to their own characteristics and those of their spouse. 
But bringing up children is done by the couple and any evaluation of its cost cannot depend 
on substitutions in time between the parents. For that reason parental time9 and the sum of 
both parents’ time are defined. Then the couple’s free time is examined and from that is 
deduced the child’s time cost. 

Is bringing up children a leisure activity? 

To state that a reduction in leisure time is part of the child’s time cost requires a rigorous 
definition of what are leisure activities. Kahneman and Krugel (2006) show that in terms of 
the feelings experienced during the activity, working hours and hours spent looking after 
children — apart from trips outside the home — are similar and equally unpleasant. 
According to Juster’s surveys (1985), on the other hand, both professional work and time 
devoted to children are the respondents’ preferred activities. Is this the contradiction between 
specific feelings (stress) and the general value ascribed to an activity? But this is not the issue. 

                                           
7 The time use survey used cannot provide an estimate of this wage loss. 
8 If one is examining the total time devoted to children irrespective of the monetary cost, 
which is poorly documented. 
9 The term “parental time”, which often refers to parental tasks in interaction with children, is 
taken here in the broader sense. 
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Is going out to the park with a child or talking to them work or leisure? Activities devoted to 
children may be qualified as very pleasant since they provide great satisfaction (Juster, 1985; 
Juster and Stafford, 1991), but are nonetheless work. Comparison with the workplace explains 
this. If someone likes their paid work, it is still work and cannot be included in leisure. On the 
other hand, doing gymnastics for oneself is a leisure activity, whether for pleasure or medical 
necessity. The line between work and leisure does not depend on the pleasure gained from an 
activity. Nor is it monetary remuneration, because domestic work is not paid. It depends on 
the purpose of the activity concerned. For economists, work produces wealth and is one of the 
factors in a production function. Its remuneration depends on the (marketable) use of the 
product. It may be remunerated by an employer, who then owns it; it may also have a private 
purpose, such as cooking, do-it-yourself, restoring an old house or bringing up a child. The 
issue of the ownership of the product of the work does not interfere with the definition of 
work as opposed to leisure. But it is central to the social status assigned to it. A handyman 
saves the work of a professional; the restorer of a house can sell the product of their work. 
Bringing up a child, a future citizen, is also of value to society as a whole (Peters, 1995; 
Ekert-Jaffé, 2001; Cremer et al., 2008). In this study, almost all the activities devoted to 
children are considered to be work. 

Even if the question of the pleasure gained from the activity is secondary — whether work is 
productive is independent of the pleasant or unpleasant nature of the task, and this article is 
examining the “production cost” of children, who require time and money —family trips out 
are included as leisure, considering that the element of play is more important that the 
educational aspect10. So choices had to be made. In the nomenclature used here, domestic 
time includes all domestic work and all activities for children, including “travel with children” 
and games outside, except for family meals and trips out; professional time includes travel to 
and from work; and leisure time is all the rest. Although these hypotheses produce something 
of an underestimate of the time cost of a child, the aim was to avoid an overestimate, since 
this article addresses personal time, an aspect often omitted in the literature and likely to 
increase the cost. 

3. Data and empirical methods 

The estimates are based on the time use survey, which is described in the first section. Then, 
using the initial elements correlating female activity and leisure time, the article examines 
how the women working full-time are selected and how the leisure of women not working 
full-time can in no way be used to measure the cost of a child. The empirical model and the 
explanatory variables are then explained. 

Time use survey 

INSEE’s time use survey was carried out in 1998 and 1999. The information was collected in 
diaries in which the respondents noted the duration of their activities during the day. This 
method records activities when they occur, reducing risks from errors of memory. 

                                           
10 It is true that going to a show or eating out with one’s children contains a large educational 
component; We decided to rely on the parents' declarations in this respect.   Nous avons pris 
le parti de nous fonder sur la déclaration des parents en la matière. This article opts for the 
play aspect. Otherwise, the parents would be left with very little leisure time at all. Clearly the 
time cost calculated in the study is an under-estimate. A deliberate choice was made not to 
correct it so that the magnitude of the time cost of a child found in this study could not be 
contested. Time for oneself in this study is what is left after subtracting paid work, 
commuting, domestic tasks and child care — including conversation, reading, serving the 
children’s meals or going to the park, when the parents consider that they are playing, etc. 
The exact INSEE activity coding is available on request. 
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In order to allow for variations in activities over the week, the sample contained roughly the 
same number of diaries for each day of the week. Seasonal variations were also considered 
and identified, since the survey was administered in 8 waves over the year from 16 February 
1998 to 14 February 1999 (omitting the holiday period, 3-17 August). 

The sample included 3,598 couples who filled in at least one time use diary. All the 
individuals over 15 years of age in the household were asked to do so. 

The sample used here comprises 2,788 couples with 0, 1, 2 or 3 children under 15 in 
which the man, aged under 6011, worked full-time12. In 47% of the cases, the woman was also 
working full-time. On average they had one child, and of these couples, 13% had a child 
under 3. The other couples divided equally (25%) between women working part-time (1.98 
children on average, and 18% with at least one under 3) and the economically inactive (1.98 
children and 23% with at least one under 3). In this sample, 292 questionnaires contained 
non-responses that made them partly unusable13 and another 48 questionnaires were 
eliminated by robustness tests, since the estimated wage values based on this sample14 were 
too far from the observed values (more than 30 centiles). The working sample therefore 
comprised 2,447 couples. 

Respondents’ professional activity, children and leisure time: selected raw data 

How much time do the parents in the sample spend on their children (Table 1) and how does 
their leisure time vary? This depends first of all on the woman’s professional activity and the 
selection of women by professional activity is clearly apparent: large families are more 
common where the woman does not go out to work or only part-time. The first factor of 
discrimination to observe is that women’s investment in a job reduces their personal time. 
Inactive women naturally have a lot of leisure time, more than other women and more than 
their spouses15. This greater availability holds for those with children too, although inactive 

                                           
11 The under-60s are the vast majority of parents with children under 19 (35 households in 
which the head of household was over 60 and had children under 19 were removed from the 
sample). Very large families (4 or more children) are too few to constitute a statistical base (it 
would be 3% of this sample). 
12 The unemployed and retired were excluded so as not to introduce concepts extraneous to 
this study: where the retired might be seeking work but cannot find any, they are forced into 
leisure by the market, as are the unemployed — evidence that the value of their time is less 
than the wage offered — with or without children. Since their leisure time corresponds to a 
financial loss, it cannot be a good criterion for calculating the cost of a child. In addition a 
specific analysis would be required to take account of time spent looking for work, which is 
outside the scope of this study. 

Households in which the reference person or spouse was a student were also excluded from 
the sample, because accurate data of their income were not available. Also excluded were the 
48 men working part-time, on the assumption that this part-time work was imposed on them 
(and a model cannot be constructed with 48 cases); however, the sample is big enough to 
model women’s choice of activity. In every case, the free time gained corresponds to a 
financial loss. 
13 As much information available as possible was used: modelling the decision to estimate 
women’s full-time wage used 2,781 questionnaires. 
14 See table in appendix for the details of the wage estimates. 
15 It is already known (Levy-Garboua and Lemmenicier, 1980; Gronau, 1977) that for a given 
family size, inactive women sleep longer than the others. 



 8 

mothers devote more time than working mothers to their families16. Where they have three 
children, they have on average 15 hours 41 minutes time for themselves a day, compared with 
17 hours 18 minutes if they have no children. The more involved women are in paid work, the 
less absolute personal time they have, and in the case of those with small families, less 
compared with their husbands. For example, childless women working full-time have 14 
hours 44 minutes’ personal time and their husbands 15 hours 28 minutes. Women working 
part-time arrange their working hours so as to maintain their personal time at around 15 hour 
15 minutes, whether they have no children or one. 

The selection of women by economic activity is clear: there are more large families among 
inactive or part-time working women, and the time apparently “devoted to the children” 
covers a range of realities, not always due to the children. A woman may spend more time on 
domestic work because she has children or because she belongs to a generation that is more 
house-proud. A high value for this time may also be associated with lower socio-occupational 
categories, for whom the value of domestic production is higher than what the women could 
earn on the labour market. Conversely, domestic help, high domestic productivity or lower 
homemaking standards may increase leisure time. The determinants of available time were 
analysed ceteris paribus, using the most parsimonious model that best explains the variations 
in time use of couples working full-time. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                           
16 Their husbands too have more time than other men, and oddly see their leisure time 
increase if they have on child — the effect of the heterogeneity of couples with a single 
earner, the variety of men’s work arrangements, and the specialization of wives in domestic 
matters. 
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Table 1. Spouses’ personal time per day (including weekends) in hours and minutes, 

according to woman’s economic activity and number of children under 15. 

         

 Both working Wife working Wife inactive Total 

 full time part time     

         

         

Types of couples Man Woman Man Woman Man Woman Man Woman 

         

Total sample (with or 
without children) 15h 10 14h 30 15h 16 14h 59 15h 32 16h 42 15h 19 15h 13 

 

Couple’s children         

    0 children 15h 28 14h 44 15h 32 15h 14 15h 31 17h 18 15h 30 15h 26 

    1 child aged 3 - 14  15h 11 14h 23 15h 31 15h 14 16h 00 17h 04 15h 28 15h 14 

        - aged under 3 14h 50 14h 18 15h 11 15h 20 16h 36 16h 40 15h 21 15h 08 

    2 children aged 0 - 14  15h 00 14h 23 15h 08 14h 33 15h 32 16h 23 15h 11 14h 58 

       - of which 1 under 3 13h 36 13h 41 14h 53 14h 47 14h 48 15h 49 14h 30 14h 53 

    3 children aged 3 - 14  13h 55 13h 36 14h 21 13h 48 14h 41 15h 41 14h 22 14h 26 

         
Sample size 1182 634 631 2447 

   % couples with 2 children      46 60 66  

Interpretation: Among dual-earner couples, 46% have 2 dependent children; on an average day (weekday or 
weekend), the man has 15 hours 10 minutes’ personal time (including sleep) and his spouse has 14 hours 30 
minutes. 
Population of reference: couples aged under 60 of whom the man works full-time, where the completed 
questionnaire is fully usable and meet robustness conditions. 
Source: INSEE Enquête Emploi du Temps 1998-1999. 
 

A woman may be economically inactive because her health is poor or because labour has high 
disutility for her and she settles for what her spouse earns, or again because she has a large 
family it is difficult to balance with a job, which interferes with the object of this study. Table 
1 shows that women bringing up three children of whom two are young are more often 
inactive, and consequently excluded from the sample of couples working full-time, than 
childless women. Those who remain are selected by higher wage or arrangements that enable 
them to minimize the time devoted to the children. This selection must be allowed for in 
calculating a child time cost valid for all women. The model examines what this cost would 
be if the women who reduced their paid working hours had been included in the sample of 
full-time working women. 

Empirical model 

Equations and estimation method  

The task is to estimate the leisure time of spouses controlling for income in a reduced model 
containing both the simultaneous allocation of women’s leisure and working hours and the 
interdependence of men and women’s time use. Each of these points is addressed in a separate 
econometric model, since the calculations could not provide a convergent model covering 
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them both. Although estimating men and women’s leisure time separately reduces the 
effectiveness of the procedure, each of the estimates takes into consideration the 
characteristics of both spouses and an interaction of their time use mediated by the woman’s 
paid work. On the other hand, it is essential to integrate the sample selection caused by a 
woman’s decision to go out to work, since the leisure time observed is only equal to leisure 
time controlled for income for couples both working full-time17. 

These equations are standard in the labour supply literature: the dependent variable lf, (or lm
18) 

for full-time working couples, expressed as a proportion of a 24-hour day, is estimated 
simultaneously at y the employment of the woman, varying from 0 (for inactive women) to 1 
(for full-time working women). 

The latent variables lf,i* and yi* express for the woman in couple i her leisure time and her 
advantage in having a job, of standardized gain equal to or higher than unity if the woman has 
an advantage in having a full-time job. These are modelled simultaneously: 

)1(         u 'lnln* i5,2,10, +++++= iiimifif wfwffl zfnf4

   (2)                                                           ; * iii Zy εηγ ++=  

where wm and wf are the hourly wages of the men and women, N the number and age-groups 
of the children. 

Observed are lf, the leisure time of full-time working women, and yi, the woman’s 
employment as a proportion of full-time, directly recorded in the survey. To identify the 
model, Z must contain an instrument variable, which explains the woman’s employment yi 
without affecting her leisure time lf (or her wage); the local unemployment rate was chosen, 
which proves to be a sound instrument. 

A low wage may be the result of low investment in work and a lot of leisure time. Wages 
therefore also reflect decisions based on households’ choices for time use, since couples both 
working full-time probably earn higher wages. First, therefore, exogenous wage variables 
must be constructed, namely such as influence time use with no reverse effect. For the wage 
instrument, there are socio-occupational categories which prove to influence wages but not 
leisure time. 

The wage equations 

+= α*ln ,ijw ijX ,β + ij ,ν ; mfj ,= ; 

are estimated simultaneously at (2), then introduced into the model using the augmented 
regression method. 

The standard deviations and tests were obtained by bootstrapping. 

Explanatory variables (or what does leisure time depend on?) 

The relevant variables are the number and age of the children in the household (number of 
children in each age-group). To determine the most appropriate nomenclature, a number of 
models were estimated varying the number of children and dividing points between the age 
groups. It turns out that children of over 14 do not represent a burden for their parents in 
terms of time for themselves. The model presented here focuses therefore on the number of 

                                           
17 For whom childcare hours are modelled as nil. 
18 The equations given here estimate women’s leisure time; the equations for men are similar, 
and yi represents their spouse’s decision to work. 
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children under 15. The age groups are under 3 and 3 to 1419. The use of an outside 
childminder increases parents’ leisure time. However, because this childminder is paid by the 
couple, the child’s time cost must be calculated without the childminder’s hours. The 
childminder’s hours are used as a control variable. 

The other control variables are the time of year and day of the week of the interview, socio-
occupational categories, educational level, type of town — as lifestyle characteristics — 
average age of the spouses, to characterize their cohort, and a set of economic data and others 
expressing gender relations. 

Gender relations. According to economic theory, time use is sensitive to the relations within 
the couple (Becker, 1991; Grossbard, 1993, for example). These are captured by two 
variables: (i) the age difference between the spouses reflects the man’s power compared with 
the woman. It may also reflect a more traditional couple; (ii) Legal status reflects the 
woman’s power: a couple in a common-law couple is generally more egalitarian than a 
married couple (Ekert-Jaffé and Sofer, 1996). 

Non-work income, too inaccurately measured, proved to be non-significant (thresholds above 
0.5) and is not considered in the empirical section20. 

Construction of an exogenous wage (X content) 

The theory section indicates that leisure time depends on the spouses’ wage rates, which are 
recorded here as full-time monthly income (171 times the hourly wage). To instrument the 
data — i.e., in this case replace full-time income by estimated income exogenous to leisure 
time, where the decision to work is not relevant —the man’s income was estimated by 
detailed social category, detailed educational level, age and square of age (Mincer, 1963)21. 
The woman’s full-time wage was then estimated in the same way simultaneously with her 
decision to go out to work (Appendix 2). 

The leisure time of each of a couple working full-time and a woman’s decision whether or not 
to enter the labour market, full-time or part-time22, are estimated by a bivariate Tobit model 
(see above). In line with the theoretical model, women’s working hours are expressed as a 
proportion of full-time employment (as stated by women respondents): it is 0 for the 
economically inactive and 1 for women working full-time. It is estimated from the sample of 
2,448 households. For each of the spouses, leisure time is expressed as a proportion of the 

                                           
19 In terms of time for oneself, the 3-to-5 age-group does not differ significantly from the 6-
to-14 group. However, a 3-to-5 age group is distinguished for modelling women’s decision to 
go out to work.  
20 Non-work income was estimated from the household’s work income and total income using 
the simulated remainder method, controlling for SOC, type of household, type of town, man’s 
age-group, housing status. The results contain numerous measurement errors and proved to be 
non-significant (for couples both working full-time). 
21 Clearly, social category or the decision to extend education may be endogenous to leisure 
time; however, this is the result of decisions dating from adolescence. Although there is an 
obvious reverse effect of leisure time on wages, its effect on social category or higher 
education is probably less convincing; at all events, nothing better can be done with these 
data. 
22 Another equivalent method is to introduce the Mills ratios — Heckman method (1978) 
revised by Greene (1983) — to allow for the endogenous selection in the sample. The choice 
was made to use greater modern computer power and directly estimate the simultaneous 
equations by the maximum likelihood method. 
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1,440 minutes of a 24-hour day, and varies from 0 to 1. For these equations, the sample is 
restricted to the 1,148 women working full-time (Table 2). 

Next, to calculate the time cost of a child, in a similar manner, using a bivariate Tobit model, 
the proportion of time available is estimated from the 2,880 minutes in the 48-hour day of a 
couple, and women’s activity (proportion of full-time work). 

Each variable is analysed with respect to the reference base. This is a wage-earning man 
living in a large town, married to a working wife with a lower-secondary qualification, no 
children, interviewed on a weekday between15 February and 27 September 199823. 

To demonstrate the size of the sample selection bias, the leisure time of dual-earner couples 
are estimated, for the purposes of comparison, without considering the selection by decision 
to work, but simultaneously for fathers and mothers (Table 3). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                           
23 These categories were constructed using econometric tests of regressions comprising 
detailed categories. For example, the tests show that there is no significant difference between 
the value of leisure time of higher professionals and manual workers, after controlling for 
qualifications and wage. Similarly, there is no significant difference between the various 
survey waves from 15 February to 27 September (omitting the first half of August); the term 
“winter” is used for the period from 27 September 1998 to 14 February 1999, which differs 
significantly from the other periods, which can also be aggregated. 
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Table 2. Personal time of spouses working full-time as a proportion of a 24-hour day, 

bivariate Tobit model, with leisure time estimated simultaneously with woman’s 

activity.
 
 

 Man’s free timea Woman’s free time Woman: proportion of 
   full-time employment  

(0 -1) 
       
Variables (reference couple) Coefficient Pvalue Coefficient Pvalue Coefficient  
       
Constant --11,,00223377

b 0.000 -1,7101 0,9767 4,39336  
Couple’s children (0 children)       
    1 child aged 0 - 14  -0,0306 0.001 -0,0310 0,000   
    2 children aged 0 - 14  -0,0672 0.000 -0,0494 0,003   
    3 children aged 0 -14  -0,0922 0.000 -0,0704 0,004   
Age group (3 - 14)       

Number of children aged 0 - 2  -0,0617 0,001 -0,0473** 0,013 -0,75978  
Number of children aged 3 - 5      -0,55962  
Number of children aged over 5      -0,29015  
Childminder x number of children 0,0146** 0,020 0,0084 0,112   
aged under 18        
Children aged over 14        
Number of children aged 15 - 25  -0,002 0,655 0,0057 0,184   
       
Survey day (weekday)       
     Weekend 0,1895 0,000 0,14475 0,000   
     Winter -0,0219 0,001 -0,0162 0,003   
       
Couple’s characteristics       
     Centred average age of spouses -0,0031 0,308 -0,0051 0,010   
Age difference between spousesc   0,0017 0,241 0,0018* 0,091   
Living in town of pop. 20,000-100,000  0,0136** 0,033 0,0118** 0,031   
       
Man’s characteristics       
    Self-employed -0,0693 0,000 -0,0312 0,007   
    Secondary school qualification but no 
tertiary education 

0,0101* 0,010 -0,0107 0,143   

   Log (estimated monthly wage) -0,0185 0,246 -0,0007 0,527 -0,27613  
       
Woman’s characteristics       
   No qualification 0,0063 0,548 0,0137 0,295 -0,73313  
 Secondary qualification -0,0413 0,311 -0,0578** 0,044 0,23893  
 Tertiary education -0,0655 0,388 -0,1043* 0,064 0,98468  
   Log (estimated monthly wage) 0,2105 0,357 0,2778* 0,062 -0,27613  
 - 0,159** 0,029 0,1467* 0,091   
Woman’s age     -0,00163  
Woman’s age squared     -0,00325  
       
Unemployment rate in travel-to-work area      -0,0286  
       
Sigma      1,326  

   Log likelihood -1542  -1342  -1362  
   Correlations with proportion of        
    full-time employment 0.88 0,3 0,88* 0,010   
   Number of observations     2448  

                                           
a Estimated simultaneously with his wife’s proportion of full-time employment (available on request).  
b The coefficients differ significantly from 0 at the following thresholds: bold=0.01; ** = 0.05; *=0.1.. 
c Man’s age less woman’s age. 
Interpretation: Compared with a childless man with the same characteristics, a man’s free time is reduced by 
0.0357 x 24h when he has a single child aged 3 – 14. In the reference couple, if the man has a monthly wage of 
1998 FRF 11,175 (Log=9.32) and the woman FRF 8,867 (Log=9.09), the man has (-0.0184 x 9.32 + 0.2824 x 
9.09 – 1.7951)=0.60 x 24h, 14 hours 24 minutes free time on a weekday. 
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4. Results: time cost of children as measured by parents’ “time for themselves” 

What then is the time cost of a child, ceteris paribus? First the essential determinants of time 
for oneself are examined, which do not depend on the number of children and are used here as 
control variables, and then the influence of children on parents’ leisure time (Tables 2 and 3; 
Table 2 reproduces the estimated values as a proportion of a 24-hour day, and these are 
converted into hours and minutes per day in Table 3, for easier use). The leisure time of the 
members of the reference couple according to the number of children is then simulated on the 
basis of these regressions and a time cost per child is calculated on the basis of the estimated 
leisure time of the couples (Table 4). Our estimate of child cost is then given for the reference 
couple, ceteris paribus, applying to the time the average wage rate of childless women 
working full-time and showing it as a proportion of the total full-time wage of childless 
couples (Table 5). 

Determinants of personal time for a full-time dual-earner couple: socio-economic elements 

On weekdays, a reference couple of two working spouses has an average of 27 hours’ time for 
themselves, 56% of the 48 hours of the couple’s day (Table 4). On weekdays at least, this 
time appears to be fairly well distributed between spouses. The spouses’ free time is also 
highly correlated: ceteris paribus, “workaholic” men live with “workaholic” women, with a 
correlation coefficient of 0.41. The control variables (Table 2 and 3) also operate in the same 
direction for both spouses, although each is mainly sensitive to its own attributes. However, 
the effect of the couple’s characteristics mainly concerns women, and men have more rest 
time than their spouses at the weekend. 

Women in older couples have less free time (–7 min for each year less for women) and free 
time rises slightly with the age gap between spouses (+3 min per year): for a given job, older 
couples work longer, and the woman more than the man (at home and at work), but take more 
personal time where the woman is even younger than the man. Do younger cohorts work less 
and share tasks more equally? Economic theory (Grossbard, 1993) explains how the 
difference in age (man–woman) may also indicate spouses’ characteristics on the marriage 
market that lead to a higher quality of life. 

This time for oneself does not depend on the legal status of the spouses but is indeed affected 
by the seasons (half an hour a day less for each spouse in winter) and the day of the week 
(+4.5 hours for the man and +3.5 hrs for the woman at weekends in Table 3). Gender 
inequality is large, since at the weekend a woman works one hour more than her spouse. Free 
time also depends on the size of town: quality of life is known to be higher in mid-sized 
provincial towns and this is shown by time for oneself in urban areas of 20,000 to 100,000 
population, for both men (+20mn) and women (+28mn). 

Free time depends on men’s socio-occupational category (strangely, not on working 
women’s). The self-employed — farmers and self-employed — who have longer than average 
working days, consequently have less leisure time (–1.6 hour per day). The same is true for 
their spouses, but only half as much (–45 min per day). On the other hand, the man’s other 
characteristics have no effect: neither educational level nor estimated wage24.. But women’s 

                                           
24 First only the observed wage was entered into the model. If a negative influence of this 
observed wage was found, this was a reverse effect: those more involved in their work have 
both less leisure time and higher wages. Controlling for this past investment by a man in his 
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educational level and wages appear to influence their free time. The higher a woman’s 
educational level, the less free time she will have: it was already known that more qualified 
women increase both their presence in the market and the quantity of their domestic work 
(Roy, 1989). Educational level in this case expresses the high cost of time or expectations 
concerning one’s domestic work or children’s upbringing. Controlling for educational level 
and labour market participation, a women’s wage appears to have a positive influence on her 
free time25. Higher income makes it possible to eat out, use cleaning services, etc., to reduce 
the time spent on domestic tasks and increase leisure time. Women with higher wage rates 
may also have higher productivity in both their working and domestic lives, giving them more 
leisure time. 

Table 3 shows the extent of endogeneity biases: for example, if we do not consider women’s 
selection by going out to work, women’s characteristics do not enter into play, since reverse 
effects confuse the direction of causality. We have seen that women with higher qualifications 
have less leisure (negative effect of educational level, Table 2). But conversely, a woman who 
does not like housework will increase both her leisure time and her investment in professional 
life and education, and will consequently gain a higher qualification; which produces an 
opposite positive effect from free time to qualification; the model integrating the fact that this 
woman is more likely to work full-time eliminates this reverse effect26. So these spurious  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                    

work by estimating wages (Mincer, 1963), the man’s hourly wage rate does not influence free 
time. 
25 This may seem strange, since economists consider potential wages to be an indicator of the 
value of a woman’s time. Not controlling for qualifications, any rise in this potential wage 
would rather be an incentive for a woman to work more in the market to earn more and reduce 
her domestic time and leisure time: however, these are women who already have a full-time 
job and adjustment of working time on the labour market is controlled by the activity 
equation. This positive effect of potential wage on leisure time expresses rather the preference 
for leisure that rises with wealth. For economically inactive women, the same regressions do 
indeed show a negative effect of potential wage. 
26 Controlling for educational qualifications, a woman’s higher wage implies greater 
involvement in her past and present professional work, longer presence on the labour market 
and consequently less leisure time. Here too, the reverse effect of free time on income 
disappears if the propensity to go out to work is controlled for. 
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Table 3. Personal time for full-time working spouses, in hours: biases due to sample 

selection -Spouses’ free time in hours in regressions not allowing for woman’s activity (bivariate woman-man 
model) compared with results in hours from Table 2 regressions, which allow for simultaneity in decisions 
concerning free time and paid working hours. 
 Man’s personal time Woman’s personal time 

 in hours in hours 

Estimation method: simultaneity of woman’s 
activity (AF) 

No 
simultaneity 

 
Simultaneity 

No 
simultaneity 

 
Simultaneity 

Variables (reference couple)     

     

Constant 33 -39,6 9,7 -61 

     
Couple’s children (0 children)     

    1 child aged 0 - 14  -0.67
 

-0.73 -0.7 -0.75 

    2 children aged 0 - 14  -1.48 -1.62 -1.13 -1.18 

    3 children aged 0 -14  -2.13 -2.22 -1.72 -1.68 

     
      - Number of children aged 0 - 2 -0.8 -1.5

 -0.45** 1.13** 

Childminder per child under 14 0.45 0.35** 0.32** 0.2 

      - Number of children aged 14 -25 0 -0.07 0.1 0.13 

     
     
Survey day (weekday)     

     Weekend 4.85 4.55 3.78 3.46 

     Winter -0.57 -0.53 -0.5 -0.38 

     
Couple’s characteristics     

 Average age of spouses 0.015 -0.075 -0.033 -0.12 

        Age difference between spouses (M-W) -0.002 0.04 0.004 0.05* 

        Living in 20k-100k pop. town 0.367** 0.33** 0.35** 0.28** 

     

Man’s characteristics     

    Self-employed -1.38 -1.67 -0.55 -0.75 

    Secondary school qualification but no 
tertiary education 

0.3 0.25* -0.15 -0.26 

   Log (estimated monthly wage) 0.0016 -0.45 -0.26 -0.02 

     
Woman’s characteristics (below secondary 
level) 

    

   No qualification 0.00 0.15 0.00 0.33 

 Secondary school qualification -0.03 -0.98 0.08 -1.4** 

 Tertiary education 0.35 -1.57 -0.25 -2.5* 

   Log (estimated monthly wage) 1.1 5.05 -0.12 6.6* 

Correlation with proportion of full time job   0.88  0.88 
        R2 adjusted 0.29  0.29  

        Correlation man-woman 0.41  0.41  

     
   Number of observations 1,178 

The figures underlined differ significantly (P<0.05) when simultaneity is included. Pvalues are obtained by 
bootstrapping 
Interpretation: Ceteris paribus, ignoring the selection of full-time working women and their specific 
arrangements, the free time of the father of a child aged 3 to 14 is 40 minutes less per day than for a man in the 
reference couple, surveyed on a weekday. If the child is under 3 and is looked after by an outside childminder, 
the reduction is 0,7+0,8-0,5=1hour per average day (weekday or weekend). 
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effects are controlled by simultaneously modelling the decision to work (as % of full-time) 
and free time. 

It was verified in the model that there was no interaction between these main determinants 
and children: according to these modelled data, a self-employed person with children 
sacrifices no more or less of their own free time for them than other categories of population. 
Unlike monetary cost (Ekert-Jaffé and Trognon, 1994), a child’s time cost appears not to 
depend on income or socio-demographic characteristics. 

To evaluate the time devoted to children, we the results are now presented of the model 
directly analysing the couple’s free time (Table 4, last column, and Table 5). How this time is 
divided up between the spouses is based on the simultaneous modelling of the behaviour of 
each spouse (Tables 2, 3 and 4). 

The cost of a child in terms of parents’ free time is clearly apparent 

The last column of Table 4 shows that full-time dual-earner parental couples with one child 
aged 3-14 lose 1.4 hours per day of free time on average. For two children, this loss increases 
to 2.6 hours, which is almost twice as high as the one-child figure, indicating that economies 
of scale are only 11% for second children; these are further estimated to be 7% for the third 
child (and so 18% lower than the figure for the first child). Each child under the age of 3 
“costs” an extra 2.4 hours, so that parents with one young child (under 3) therefore lose 
1.4+2.4=3.8 hours, and a family with two children one of whom is under 3 loses 3.1 + 2.4= 
5.5 hours per day, which is to be compared to the average figure of 5.0 hours per day for full-
time paid work in 2009 (151/30).  

Comparing the costs for full-time mothers and fathers in Table 3 and 4 shows that the time 
cost of the first child is equally shared (0.7 hours for both parents). Bringing up children 
includes a number of activities that do exhibit substantial economies of scale: preparing meals 
and playing with children, for example, which do not take much more time when there are 
more children. There may even be time savings, when older children take care of younger 
ones, for example. These economies of scale only seem to occur for mothers. Relative to the 
time cost of one child, mothers spend 40% less time for the second child, and 32% less for the 
third.  
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Table 4. Effect of children on the daily free time of couples who are both in full time 

employment. 

       

 Husband’s free time Wife’s free time Couple’s free time 

 in hours in hours in hours 

       

Variables (reference group) Estimated 
coefficient 

Free time Estimated 
coefficient 

Free time Estimated 
coefficient 

Free time 

 for an 
average day   

on a 
weekday 

for an 
average day   

on a 
weekday  

for an 
average day   

on a weekday 

       

Reference couple at mean 
wage* 

 13.5  13.5  27.0 

       

Children (no children)       

  1 child aged 3-14 -0.73 12.8 -0.75 12.7 -1.4 25.6  

  1 child aged 0-2 -2.21 11.3 -1.87 11.6 -3.8 23.2 

  2 children aged 3-14 -1.61 11.9 -1.19 12.3 -2.6 24.4 

  2 children, 1 aged 0-2   10.4  11.2  22.0 

  2 children aged 0-2    8.9  10  19.7 

  3 children aged 3-14 -2.21 11.3 -1.69 11.8 -3.8 23.2 

  3 children, 1 aged 0-2    9.8  10.4  20.9 

       

Childminder per child  + 0.35  + 0.20    

       

  13.5  13.5  27.0 

*The Reference couple has no children, lives in a large town ( 100 000+ inhabitants), and was interviewed during the 
week between February 15 and September 27, 1998; both spouses are in full-time paid work: the man earns about 
1680Euros per month, and his partner’ monthly wage is 1150 Euros. Each panel in the above table refers to results from a 
separate regression (which explains why the estimated effect on couple’s free time is not exactly the sum of the effect for 
the husband plus that for the wife). 
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Brousse (1999) has shown that, as families grow, spouses tend to specialize, with one 
remaining at home and the other being in paid work. However, this growing specialization 
may not necessarily reflect how the time cost of children is shared between spouses. The 
greater the total burden of work for women in full-time employment, the more their husband 
will increase his hours of paid work, perhaps by taking a job with a longer commute or by 
working more overtime. However, despite this specialization, the husband may also spend 
more time on domestic tasks. With two or more children, while the market-market roles of 
men and women become increasingly differentiated, their time budgets become similarly 
constrained (with around 12 hours per day of free time for both parents, when they have two 
children aged 3+, and less than 11 hours when one of these children is under age 3), perhaps 
more constrained for the fathers.  During the week, the difference in free time between 
husband and wife is less than 11 minutes. Thus, the cliché of fathers watching the television 
while their wives take care of the children and cook dinner seems seriously outdated in 1998, 
at least for full-time working couples. 

The loss of free time for women due to family demands is taken equally from leisure and 
personal care (sleep, meals, etc.). Fathers’ care time remains unaffected if the child is aged 
3+. However, younger children or larger families also affect their hours of sleep. Having 
three children “costs” both the mother and the father a little over one hour of personal care; 
the corresponding figure for a young child is around one hour and a half for both parents.27.  

The time cost of children depends on their age. A child under 3 costs two and a half times as 
much as a child aged 3-14: the extra cost of a child under age 3 is 1.1 hours for the mother 
and 1.4 hours for the father, giving a total cost of around 4 (roughly 1.1+1.4+0.75+0.75) 
hours per day for a single young child. On the other hand, the time cost of children aged over 
14 is zero. Adolescent children are even associated with greater leisure time for the couple 
(either because older children take care of younger children, or because adolescents 
encourage their parents to substitute leisure for domestic work). 

Discussion: the influence of the wife’s job. 

These time costs of children are larger than those commonly found in the literature 
(Gustafsson et al., 1994; Bradbury, 2008; Sousa-Poza et al., 2001; Anxo et al., 2002, and 
Craig and Bittman, 2008). This is due to the attempt here to calculate a time cost, 
independently of any monetary cost, i.e. capturing the fact that free time gained by 
withdrawing from full time work is obtained at the expense of income. The decision to 
become employed is also taken into account: the greater the family demands on a woman’s 
time, the more a woman’s decisions to continue working full-time will be deliberate. Those 
who continue to work are likely to be very devoted to their work, to have made special 
arrangements for their children’s day-care, or indeed not to have the choice of stopping work, 
due to their need for income. Many women with substantial family demands on their time will 
stop full-time work, and will thus be missing from the sample of full-time women workers. 
This selection must be taken explicitly into account when calculating the time cost of children 
in order to produce figures that are applicable to the entire population of women. This process 
doubles the additional time cost of children under the age of 3 relative to that of older children 
for both the father and the mother (Table3). On the other hand, these figures do not depend on 
specifying a woman’s wage28. The lower figures often found in the existing literature may 
well thus reflect sample selection. 

 

                                           
27 Tables are available from the author on request.  
28 Models that do not consider wage endogeneity produce the same results for the cost of a 
child.  
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Indeed these figures may still be under-estimates, since family meals and trips out with the 
children have been counted as time for oneself, by considering them more as leisure; and yet 
these activities contribute to children’s development and could be counted as parental tasks. 
On the other hand, they might be over-estimated, like all measurements of child cost that are 
not based on panel data and assume interpersonal comparability of utility. This study is based 
on the hypothesis of stable preference for free time between childless couples and those with 
children. This is a big assumption. If people who became parents took less leisure time than 
others even before they had children, these results would merely express differences of 
preference and would not be due to the fact of being parents. Only panel data could validate 
them and reveal any unobserved heterogeneity correlated with the composition of the 
household. Two remarks may be made that contradict this possibility and support these 
estimates: (1) when all their children are over 14, the model shows that parents’ free time is 
equal to that of childless couples; (2) even if future parents already spend more time on paid 
work, one may suppose that couples have some intuitive idea of the time they will need to 
devote to children, so those who work more would be prepared to have more children than 
those who prefer leisure time and do not want to change their life styles. The issue is the work 
of bringing up children and not a question of preference or pleasure. 

It can also be seen that women’s decision to go out to work also affects their spouse’s use of 
time. In this respect, a woman who works part-time or stays at home reduces the time 
constraints of both spouses. There are two possible interpretations: (i) the desire to reduce her 
spouse’s time constraints contributes to the woman’s decision to withdraw from the labour 
force; (ii) women who have a heavy work burden live with men who work more — we have 
seen that spouses’ free time is correlated.  

Conclusion. The time cost of a child: an attempt at quantification 

If this model is reliable, in order to identify a time cost of a child comparable to a monetary 
cost, Table 5 evaluates the value in two ways. 

- The loss of free time may be compared with the free time of an equivalent childless couple 
with the same characteristics. The base couple on an average wage has 27hours. By this 
standard, the cost of a child may appear quite low: the 4 hours per day of a young child are 
only 15 % of this free time. For large families, however, this constraint is a large one, up to 
one-third of the free time of the equivalent couple. But this proportion does not properly 
reflect the constraints on parents: by paying 25% of the free time of a childless couple, the 
parents of 3 children, one of whom is under 3, with a childminder  have 22 hours a day for 
themselves, or roughly 11 hours each. Eleven hours for the full-time working mother for 
sleeping, personal care, eating and, perhaps, a little leisure (Table 4). If her health is not up to 
it and she cannot or will not put up with this pace, she has to choose between a part-time job, 
with the lower standard of living that implies, or having fewer children. 

- If these results are to be translated into monetary terms, we must look to economic theory. 
For working people, the cost of time equals their hourly wage.  At women’s mean wage rates, 
lower than men’s, three children, one of whom is under 3, cost 1,500 euros a month (Table 5, 
2nd column), which is half a couple’s average wage29 (Table 5, 3rd column)! Bringing up a 
large family is a full-time job. One child over 2 years of age “costs” 368 euros a month, or 
12% of the couple’s wage; a younger child’s time cost in monetary terms is 902 euros, or 
30% of their wage. Indeed, this rough evaluation, does not take account of the fact that in 
terms of cost (= "value" of time), an hour for an uneducated woman is not the same as an hour 

                                           
29 In this calculation, we allowed for the increase in men’s hourly wage as the number of 
children rises, which increases the denominator slightly as family size increases, and reduces 
the time cost by 2.4%, 2.9% and 3.6% for families with 1, 2 and 3 children. 
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for a highly educated woman. We modelled this time cost directly for each couple – the total 
child time cost as a ratio of the time capital of the couple's day, with each member of the 
couple valuing their time at their own wage rate – (see appendix table). These figures hold: 
the cost of a child aged 3-14 is equal to 13% of the couple's full-time wage, that of a child 
aged under 3 represents 35% of their wage, while that of three children, one of whom is under 
3, represents 58% of their wage. 

 

Table 5. Free time of full-time working spouses simulated as a proportion of an 

equivalent childless couple; comparison with the monetary cost of a child 

 Couple’s personal time cost  Monetary cost 

 % free time 
Childless 
couple 

Cost 
evaluated 
in terms 
of wife’s 
mean 
monthly 
wage in 
euros 

Cost as 
proportion of 
mean couple’s 
wages 

Estimated 
Cost, 
evaluated in 
terms of 
individual 
spouse’s 
wage, as a 
proportion of 
full time 
wage 

Scale used by 
INSEE and 
OECD 

Base value:       

Reference couple on 
average wage 

100 1,150 1 1 1 

Couple’s children 
aged under 15 

     

    1 child aged 3 - 14  6 368 0.12 0.14 0.20 

    1 child aged 0 - 2  15 902 0.30 0.35 0.20 

    1 child aged 15 - 18 Not significant  0 0 0.33 

      

    2 children aged 3- 
14  11 700 0.23 0.24 

0.40 

    2 children with 1 
aged under 3  20 1,234 0.41 0.47 

 

    2 children aged 
under 3  29 1,841 0.61 0.70 

 

    3 children aged 3 - 
14  17 1,023 0.34 0.35 

0.60 

    3 children with 1 
aged under 3  25 1,577 0.51 0.58 

 

    3 children with 2 
aged under 3  34 

2,080 0.70 0.80  

      

Childminder per child 
aged 0-14 

-2 123    
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This can be compared to the drop in the couple’s standard of living, the value of which is 
addressed in an extensive literature but is based on a consensus. If we use the INSEE and 
OECD figures, the needs of a child under 15 are estimated to be 20% of the wage of an 
equivalent childless couple (Hourriez and Olier, 1998), a figure that is 33% for an older child. 
It would appear, therefore, that the time cost of a very young child is much greater than their 
monetary cost, and the time cost of a child aged 3 to 14 is 60% of the conventional monetary 
cost. At all events, a child occupies a central position for a couple: for a large family, or 
where there is a child under 3, the children count for more than the adults. 

Spouses’ time use also depends on the working status of each spouse. Free time often varies 
in the same way: the self-employed and their spouses, and the parents of large families or 
small children where the woman works full-time, both have their free time reduced. Whereas 
in a childless couple, both spouses have 13.5 hours of personal time in weekdays while the 
man has 18 hours and the woman 16.5 hours on a week-end, this difference tends to shrink as 
the family burden grows. 

The time cost of children is fairly well shared. To be consistent, the system would need to 
ensure that women share with men the returns of bringing up their children. 

By subsidizing crèches and various types of childminding, the government eases the work-life 
balance. But this policy only covers a tiny amount of the time cost of a child. The 
overwhelming proportion is paid by the parents. As economists such as Becker (1991), 
Wachter and Willis (1973) have surmised, the child is primarily a consumer of their parents’ 
time. This article has attempted to quantify this proportion, not supported by the authorities. It 
comes to as much as or even more than the full cost of supporting an unemployed adult. Some 
of this time, it is true, is marketed time and is invested in retirement contributions that will 
increase pensions. But with the specialization of roles, this is of benefit primarily to men. 
Domestic time provides no such return; except for a pension bonus in France for mothers, 
which is small compared with the sums represented by parents’ work, but of crucial 
importance as an at least symbolic recognition of the unpaid work done by mothers to the 
advantage of the community as a whole30. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                           
30 Peters (1995) shows how a child is the source of positive externality, that they produce a 
collective benefit by financing retirement pensions, which are a burden only for parents. On 
this basis, Cremer, Gahvari and Pestieau (2008) propose what an appropriate pension system 
should look like. 
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Appendix table: Characteristics of the sample :  

 Couples’ and women’s 
characteristics Men’s  characteristics 

 Wife in 
full time 

 job 

 

Total sample  

 
 

 

Total 

 

Number 
Mean or 
% 

Mean or 
% 

Number Mean 

Age of  woman (years)  38,7   40,8 

Mean age of couple  39,7 39,8   

Age difference  2,0 2,0   

Married Couple  1980 79 78   

Unmarried couple    517 21 22   

Woman works full time 1182 47 100   

Woman works part time  634 25    

Woman inactive  681 27    

1 child aged 0-2 413 17 13   

2 Children aged 0-2  42 2 1   

Childless 806 32 38   

1 child aged  0-14 699 28 32   

2 children aged 0-14 726 29 24   

3 children aged 0-14 266 11 6   

Mean number of Children 
aged 15-25 

  0,43 0,45   

Diary on weekday     1825 73 72   

Week-end      672 27 28   

Interviewed From February 
16 to September 28  

   1528 61 62   

      

From Sept, 28,1998      969 39 38   

till February, 14,. 1999      

External child care 1036 41  297  

Farmer    21      0.8 1   74          3 

Self-employed    43   2 3 219          9 

Higher-level occupation  207   8 14 454 18 

Intermediate occupation  444 17 27 603 24 

Clerical, sales worker  916 36 43 260 10 

Manual worker  185  7 12 887 36 

Out of labor force  678 27    
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Woman income (F/yr)    5544 8867    

Man income  11168    

Rural municipality      721 29 26   

Urban unit      760 30 30   

20 000-100 000 inhab.      

Urban unit      667 27 26   

More than 100 000 inhab.      

Paris, Paris region      349 14 18   

Woman's educational level      

No qualification or don't 
know 

315 13 7   

Lower secondary    1214 49 45   

Secondary      390 16 15   

Tertiary      578 23 33   

Woman's educational level      

No qualification or don't 
know 

     305 12 11   

Lower secondary    1318 52 51   

Secondary      308 12 13   

Tertiary      566 23 25   

Sample size    2497  1178 2497  

 


