04-11-04

Tony Atkinson

Office for National Statistics

1 Drummond Gate 

London SW1V 2QQ

Re: Atkinson Review of Measurement of Government Output: Interim Report

Dear Sir Tony,

Thank you for your recent letter requesting input and feedback on the Atkinson Review Interim Report. The Women’s Budget Group (WBG) is pleased that you are consulting with a wide range of interested bodies and individuals, and we are happy to be a part of this process. We believe that considerable change can take place within this Review, both in the short and the longer term. 

Firstly, in the short term, the WBG urges the Review to incorporate a gender analysis into both its quantitative measurements, and into new quality measurements. We welcome the review’s interest in integrating quality measurements – especially in the fields of health, education, public order and safety, and social protection, in addition to quantitative measurements. We feel that this will portray more fully the capacity and willingness of public service delivery to meet the needs of its customers in a respectful and sustainable way. However, women and men receive and respond to services differently. As a result, to ensure that output measurements account for services’ ability to meet women and men’s different needs, a gender analysis should be incorporated into their indicators. For example, in the chapter on education, a possible way of measuring quality is considered under the heading ‘Valuing education’. 

DfES have also been researching the valuation of education outputs in terms of discounted lifetime earnings. This assumes that education increases future labour market earnings, which gives a way of measuring the value of the education provided’ (paragraph 8.50, p.93).

Of particular concern here is the fact that girls are performing better than boys in schools, but are still suffering from a 19% gender pay gap in full time employment. In this sense, relying on data of labour market earnings to assess the quality of education would skew the quality measurement. Education may be of a high quality, and benefiting both girls and boys (or boys less well than girls), but if future labour market earnings – lower for women – are used to measure this, they would actually undervalue the quality of education. This indicator catches inequality in the labour market, and imposes it onto the education sector. An accurate measure of output will not be achieved without a gender analysis incorporated into output measurements and indicators. 
With respect to the longer term, we feel that the ONS should measure output across the UK, and not only that of government. The Review’s TORs signal towards this, especially in recognising the ‘need for comparability with measures of private sector services’ output and costs’. The WBG feels that this recognition is part of advancing the methodologies for measuring output in the UK as whole, but that this recognition has to include not only government output and the private sector output, but also the voluntary sector, and the parallel unpaid care economy. Capturing UK output as a whole is the next logical step for the ONS to take, and will contribute to a more complete picture of the capacity and potential of the UK to enhance its economic growth. 

A UK-wide measure of output, which includes the unpaid economy, is important because of the vast contributions that it makes to overall UK output, and because it allows for a greater understanding and analysis of the interaction between the paid and unpaid economies’ output. 

The unpaid care economy contributes significantly to the paid economy, including the work of the government, private sector, and voluntary sector. Women, who are predominantly responsible for caring work, that is - caring for children, the elderly, and the disabled – reduce the burden of government, and others, to provide such care. You have recognised this role in the chapter on social protection (paragraph 10.12), but finish the paragraph with the following: 
(Informal care, like other unpaid arrangements within households, by convention does not feature in the National Accounts, whatever the value to the individuals concerned)” (paragraph 10.12, p. 116). 
Given the significant output contributions of the unpaid economy, the WBG feels that it is time for the ONS to consider how to measure and analyse UK productivity and output as whole.  

In addition to measuring the contributions of the unpaid economy to UK output as a whole, measuring these outputs can also shed light on the relationship between output in the paid and unpaid economies. For example, it would capture any shift of work between the paid and unpaid economies. As it stands, any shift of work from the unpaid to the paid economy (e.g. through government-funded childcare provision) will appear simply as an increase in government output. However, overall UK output wouldn’t be increasing, but merely shifting work from unpaid to paid work. Measuring UK-wide output can capture these relationships, and provide a fuller picture of output, enabling government to promote and improve UK output overall, not just within government.

Thank you again for the opportunity to reflect and comment on the interim report of the Atkinson Review. We support your work to improve the measurement of outputs and national accounts, and appreciate your efforts in promoting the use of quality indicators to do so. To summarise our thoughts on the Review, the WBG would like the Review to:

· incorporate a gender analysis into output measures: The WBG feels that as the Review seeks to advance and improve output measurement methodologies (and influence the UN SNA), it is critical to ensure a gender analysis is incorporated into these methods. 

· measure UK output as a whole: The next logical step for the ONS to take is to measure UK output as a whole, that is – to measure output of both the paid economy (government, private, and voluntary sectors), and the unpaid economy. 

Both of these steps will help ensure that a broader understanding of the economy – that incorporates an analysis of gender relations which underpin both the paid and unpaid economies, and affects overall output – is achieved and measured.

If you would like to discuss any of the issues we’ve raised here further, we would be delighted to do so.

Yours Sincerely,
Erin Leigh

Project Officer
