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Impact of Disability on
Household Services: A Comment

Thomas R. Ireland

This short comment responds to Joseph Crouse’s 2014
paper in this journal, “The Impact on Household Ser-
vices: Evidence from the American Time Use Survey.”
The Crouse paper depends on the assumption that the
amount of time spent providing household services is
a measure of an individual’s capacity to provide
household services. Crouse points out that the produc-
tivity of time spent providing household services after
an injury is “impossible to measure” and suggests that
“data from the ATUS (American Time Use Survey)
are available to measure the reduction in hours spent
on household services.” Crouse goes on to suggest
that: “This number should serve as a lower bound for
the reduction in household services for the statisti-
cally average disable person that suffers from a par-
ticular impairment.”

The amount of time an individual spends on house-
hold services depends at least in part on voluntary
choices of that individual. Regardless of disability,
some individuals spend a great deal of time providing
household services. Other individuals spend very lit-
tle time. However, the choice depends on many other
variables than the capacity of individuals to spend
time providing household services. Everyone’s week
contains 168 hours that is divided between “House-
hold Production,” “Caring and Helping,” “Personal
Time,” “Leisure,” and “Work and Education” in the
Dollar Value of a Day: 2013 Dollar Valuation (DVD
13) cited by Crouse. As is shown in DVD, time
amounts must sum to 168 hours per week. Thus, if an
individual is shown to spend less time on household
production, it must follow that the individual is
spending more time in some other fashion.

To use a simple example, Table 5 from DVD 13 indi-
cates that, on average, “Married males, that work full
time, spouse employed, youngest child ages 13 to 17”
spent 14.39 hours per week providing household ser-
vices. They also spent 3.90 hours per week on “Caring
and Helping,” 70.12 hours per week on “Personal
Time,” 34.24 hours per week on “Leisure” and 45.36
hours per week on “Work and Education,” with the to-
tal amount of time each week summing to 168.00
hours. If it is assumed that the number of hours spent
disabled individuals on household services, however,
the disability category was defined, was 10.00 hours
per week, Crouse’s method would treat the reduction
of 4.39 hours as reflecting a reduction in the capacity
of the average person in that disability category to
provide household services.

It is not self-evident that a reduction of 4.39 hours rep-
resents anything other than a changed number of
hours providing household services. One must ask
what those hours are now being used for. If the 4.39
hours per week are now being used to obtain medical
treatments that were not needed before a person’s in-
jury (which would fall into Personal Time), there is a
reasonable likelihood that 4.39 hours might represent
the individual’s loss of capacity to provide household
services. However, if the 4.39 hours per week are now
being spent on additional Leisure, or on Caring and
Helping or on Work and Education, treating the 4.39
hours as a measure of loss of capacity to provide
household services is less likely to be correct.

DVD 13 provides a total of 244 tables regarding time
use from the American Community Survey, 200 of
which are for specific categories of persons such as
“Married males, that work full time, spouse employed,
youngest child ages 13 to 17.” Crouse’s tables provide
comparisons based on just three categories other than
disability status: All persons, all males, and all fe-
males. His regression equations include influences of
age, sex, whether or not employed, existence of spouse
and children under age 18, but his conclusions are ge-
neric for persons of both sexes, males and females. For
each disability classification, he finds differences in
time amounts spent providing household services.
However, the time amounts are generic to all persons,
all males and all females who fall into those disability
classifications in his Tables 2, 3 and 4. Thus, he finds,
using his example, that an average male with a cogni-
tive impairment “is likely to experience a reduction of
21.91 minutes of household services per day when
compared to their counterparts without such an im-
pairment.”

It is not clear to this reader whether Crouse’s compari-
son is between males with a cognitive impairment and
males without a cognitive impairment even if they
have some other impairment or between males with a
cognitive impairment and males with no impairments
of any kind. The difference between these two poten-
tial comparisons is important, but it will be assumed
for current purposes that the comparison is between
males with a cognitive impairment and all males
without a cognitive impairment, even if they have
other impairments. Thus, the 21.91 minute daily re-
duction in household services is assumed to apply to
all males with a cognitive impairment in comparison
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with all males, regardless of other impairments, who
have a cognitive impairment.

DVD 13 does not provide a table for persons of both
sexes, all males, or all females. It provides approxi-
mately 100 tables for males and 100 tables for fe-
males. The closest category to “all males” is Table 184
for all males over the age of 18. The closest category to
“all females” is Table 193 for all females over the age
of 18. Crouse does not make it clear what ages he is us-
ing in his comparisons, but Crouse also does not pro-
vide base values from which time reduction amounts
are calculated. In other words, the reader can deter-
mine that Crouse is saying that a cognitive impair-
ment results in a 21.91 minute reduction in daily time
spent providing household services, but cannot deter-
mine from what starting time amount that reduction
for males without a cognitive impairment the compar-
ison is being made. Thus, based on Crouse’s paper
standing alone, the reader cannot determine what
type of percentage reduction is implied by the 21.91
minute daily reduction.

While it is dangerous to use two studies without
knowing precisely what methods were used in each
study, it may be instructive to look at the time amount
for household production from DVD 13 for all males
over the age of 18 from Table 184 of that source. The
amount shown is 14.01 hours per week, which implies
2.00 hours per day. 21.91 minutes is 0.37 of an hour.
Thus, the reduction ratio is 0.37/2.00 = 0.18, or 18%.
Based on this comparison, Crouse’s paper would im-
ply a reduction of 18% in the amount of household ser-
vices provided by an average male without a cognitive
impairment. To use the other tables provided in DVD
13, one would have to make 18% reductions from
amounts shown in each of the other 99 tables for
males in DVD 13. For example, Table 1, which is for
“Married males that work full-time, youngest child
under age 13,” shows a weekly hours at 12.82 hours. A
reduction of 18 percent would reduce that number
from 12.82 to 10.59 hours (12.82 x 0.82) and would re-
duce the dollar value of a day shown in Table 1 of DVD
13 from $24.74 per day to $20.29 per day.

For reasons beyond the purview of this comment, us-
ing the category developed by Crouse for “males with
a cognitive disability” is very questionable. However
even if one accepts that assumption, to apply the
Crouse study to values in DVD 13, which Crouse iden-
tifies as reliable, one must assume that the 18% re-
duction applies equally to all 99 other tables for
household production by males in DVD 13. This is a
very questionable assumption.

Earlier in his paper, Crouse sets out three methods for
determining the value of lost household services for
cases involving partial disability. The first method en-
tails gathering information about the disabled person
allowing a vocational expert to “approximate” the per-
centage reduction in household services over a life-

time. The second method is to project the value of an
individual’s pre-injury capacity to provide household
services over a lifetime and let the jury determine how
much of the value has been lost. Crouse then goes on
to advocate his “data based approach that utilizes in-
formation gathered about the disabled individual and
how individuals most like the disabled individual be-
ing considered fare on average.” Crouse’s Tables 2, 3
and 4 provide his “data based approach.” The ques-
tions raised above make it clear that Crouse’s “data
based approach” requires an analyst to make extraor-
dinary assumptions. The discussion above also makes
it clear that an analyst must take a number of ques-
tionable steps to apply Crouse’s paper to any real
world report setting forth a dollar value for lost house-
hold services when a person retains residual capacity
to provide household services.

This comment does not address other problems that
are involved with any attempt to measure net lost ca-
pacity to provide household services following an in-
jury. Those problems are not unique to the Crouse ap-
proach and will not be discussed here.
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