
Towards a major fiscal reform
– at last!
By Guillaume Allègre,  @g_allegre

At  the  start  of  the  week,  Jean-Marc  Ayrault  announced  an
overhaul of the French tax system that would involve, among
other things, a reconciliation between income tax and the CSG
wealth tax. The OFCE will definitely take part in this debate,
one that it has already tried to shed light on many times, in
particular on the occasion of a special “Tax Reform” issue of
the Revue de l’OFCE, edited by Mathieu Plane and myself, and
published in April 2012.

Several  contributions  [all  in  French]  can  be  mentioned:
Jacques  Le  Cacheux’s  article  in  the  Revue  discusses  the
purposes  and  methods  of  tax  reform  (“Sustainability  and
economic justice”), while reviewing what the fundamentals of
fiscal  policy  actually  are.  Nicolas  Delalande  conducts  a
historical analysis of resistance to tax reform and assesses
the  constraints  on  the  development  and  implementation  of
reform (“The political economy of tax reform”), all of which
seem to be topical subjects today. He stresses that: “Indeed,
it may be more difficult to bring together positive support
for a measure than to temporarily rally disparate opponents
with  sometimes  conflicting  motivations,  especially  if  this
involves  creating  new  taxes  or  affecting  established
situations.”  Mathieu  Plane  raises  the  question  of  the
consequences of a tax increase (which did indeed occur in
2012-2013): “In a context of rising unemployment, will it be
possible to generate a new large-scale fiscal shock without
plunging France into a new crisis? The determination to reduce
public  deficits  solely  through  structural  adjustment  is
hurting growth and unemployment” (“Public finances: towards a
new tax increase?”). While the government is now announcing it
wants  a  reform  that  does  not  change  the  tax  burden,  the
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question  of  the  impact  of  fiscal  adjustments  (this  time
through cuts in public spending) on growth and, ultimately,
the social acceptability of a structural reform of the tax
system  is  still  posed  for  the  period  2014-2017.  Will  the
government  be  able  to  implement  a  structural  reform  in  a
context where unemployment is high and not falling?

The merger of the CSG tax and income tax raises a number of
questions that were already discussed in an article in the
Revue de l’OFCE in 2007 (“Towards the merging of income tax
and the CSG?”). The legislature needs to decide the issue of
either joint taxation of spouses or individualisation for the
merged  tax  as  well  as  how  to  take  children  into  account
(“Should  the  family  quotient  be  defended?”).  This  is  a
particularly sensitive topic, as it affects the representation
of the family and the relationship between the State and the
family. It has been the subject of controversy even within the
OFCE (“Reforming the marital quotient“, “In defence of the
family quotient”).

By intermingling private interests (what charges for which
households?) and social interests (what instruments for what
purpose?), the tax issue has always been at the centre of
democratic debate. The role of the OFCE is to contribute to
this  debate  with  solid  arguments  backed  by  data.  OFCE
researchers  will  continue  to  offer  their  own  vision  of  a
“good” tax reform, while discussing its objectives, impact and
sustainability in a transparent and rigorous fashion.
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Reforming  the  conjugal
quotient
By Guillaume Allègre and Hélène Périvier

As  part  of  a  review  of  family  benefit  programmes  (the
motivations  for  which  are  in  any  case  debatable),  the
government has announced plans to reduce the cap on the family
quotient benefit in the calculation of income tax (IR) from
2014.  The  tax  benefit  associated  with  the  presence  of
dependent children in the household will be reduced from 2000
to 1500 euros per half share. Opening discussion on the family
quotient should provide an opportunity for a more general
review  of  how  the  family  is  taken  into  account  in  the
calculation of income tax, and in particular the taxation of
couples.

How are couples taxed today?

In France, joint taxation is mandatory for married couples and
civil partners (and their children), who thus form part of one
and  the  same  household.  It  is  assumed  that  members  of  a
household  pool  their  resources  fully,  regardless  of  who
actually contributes them. By assigning two tax shares to
these couples, the progressive tax scale is applied to the
couple’s average revenue [(R1 + R2) / 2]. When the two spouses
earn similar incomes, the marital quotient does not provide
any particular advantage. In contrast, when the two incomes
are very unequal, joint taxation provides a tax advantage over
separate taxation.

In some configurations, separate taxation is more advantageous
than joint taxation; this is due partly to the particular way
that the employment bonus and tax reduction [1] operates, and
to the fact that separate taxation can be used to optimize the
allocation of the children between the two tax households,
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which by construction does not permit joint taxation. Tax
optimization is complex, because it is relatively opaque to
the average taxpayer. Nevertheless, in most cases, marriage
(or a “PACS” civil partnership) provides a tax benefit: 60% of
married couples and civil partners pay less tax than if they
were taxed separately, with an average annual gain of 1840
euros, while 21% would benefit from separate taxation, which
would save them an average of 370 euros (Eidelman, 2013).

Why  grant  this  benefit  just  to  married  couples  and  civil
partners?

The marital quotient is based on the principle that resources
are fully pooled by the couple. The private contract agreed
between two people through marriage or a PACS constitutes a
“guarantee”  of  this  sharing.  In  addition,  the  marriage
contract  is  subject  to  a  maintenance  obligation  between
spouses, which binds them beyond the wedding to share part of
their  resources.  However,  the  Civil  Code  does  not  link
“marriage” to the “full pooling” of resources between spouses.
Article 214 of the Civil Code provides that spouses shall
contribute towards the expenses of the marriage “in proportion
to their respective abilities”, which amounts to recognizing
that the spouses’ abilities to contribute may be unequal.
Since 1985, Article 223 has established the principle of the
free enjoyment of earned income, which reinforces the idea
that marriage does not mean that the spouses share the same
standard  of  living:  “each  spouse  is  free  to  practice  a
profession, to collect earnings and wages and to spend them
after paying the costs of the marriage”. The professional
autonomy of the spouses and the right to dispose of their
wages and salaries are fully recognized in the Civil Code,
whereas the Tax Code is limited to an overview of the couple’s
income and expenditures.

In addition, there is some dissonance between the social and
the tax treatment of couples. The amount of the RSA benefit
[income support] paid to a couple is the same whether they are
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married or common-law partners. As for the increased RSA paid
to single mothers with children, being single means living
without a spouse, including a common law partner. Cohabitation
is a situation recognized by the social system as involving
the pooling of resources, but not by the tax system.

Do couples actually pool their resources?

Empirical studies show that while married couples tend to
actually  pool  all  their  income  more  than  do  common-law
partners, this is not the case of everyone: in 2010, 74% of
married couples reported that they pooled all their resources,
but only 30% of PACS partners and 37% of common-law couples.
Actual practice depends greatly on what there is to share:
while 72% of couples in the lowest income quartile report
pooling their resources fully, this is the case for only 58%
of couples in the highest quartile (Ponthieux, 2012). The
higher the level of resources, the less the couple pools them.
Complete pooling is thus not as widespread as assumed: spouses
do not necessarily share exactly the same standard of living.

Capacity to contribute and number of tax shares allocated

The tax system recognizes that resources are pooled among
married couples and civil partners, and assigns them two tax
shares. The allocation of these tax shares is based on the
principle of ability to pay, which must be taken into account
to  be  consistent  with  the  principle  of  equality  before
taxation: in other words, the objective is to tax the standard
of living rather than income per se. For a single person and a
couple  with  the  same  incomes,  the  singleton  has  a  higher
standard of living than the couple, but due to the benefits of
married life it is not twice as high. To compare the living
standards of households of different sizes, equivalence scales
have been estimated (Hourriez and Olier, 1997). The INSEE
allocates a 1.5 share (or consumption unit) to couples and a 1
share to single people: so according to this scale, a couple
with a disposable income of 3000 euros has the same standard
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of living as a single person with an income of 2000 euros.
However, the marital quotient assigns two shares to married
couples but one to the single person. It underestimates by 33%
the standard of living of couples relative to single people,
and therefore they are not taxed on their actual ability to
contribute.

Moreover, once again there is an inconsistency between the
treatment of couples by social policy and by fiscal policy:
social security minima take into account the economies of
scale associated with married life in accordance with the
equivalence scales. The base RSA (RSA socle) received by a
couple (725 euros) is 1.5 times greater than that received by
a single person (483 euros). There is an asymmetry in the
treatment of spouses depending on whether they belong to the
top of the income scale and are subject to income tax, or to
the bottom of the income scale and receive means-tested social
benefits.

What family norms are encapsulated in the marital quotient?

The marital quotient was designed in 1945 in accordance with a
certain family norm, that of Monsieur Gagnepain and Madame
Aufoyer [“Mr Breadwinner and Ms Housewife”]. It contributed
together  with other family programmes to encouraging this
type of family organization, i.e. the one deemed desirable.
Until 1982, tax was based solely on the head of the family,
namely  the  man,  with  the  woman  viewed  as  the  man’s
responsibility. But far from being a burden on her husband,
the wife produced a free service through the domestic work she
performed. This home production (the care and education of
children, cleaning, cooking, etc.) has an economic value that
is not taxed. Single earner couples are thus the big winners
in this system, which gives them an advantage over dual earner
couples, who must pay for outsourcing part of the household
and family work.

In  summary,  the  current  joint  taxation  system  leads  to



penalizing single persons and common-law couples compared to
married couples and civil partners, and to penalizing dual-
earner couples compared to single-earner couples. The very
foundations of the system are unfavourable to the economic
liberation of women.

What is to be done?

The real situation of families today is multiple (marriage,
cohabitation, etc.) and in motion (divorce, remarriage or new
partnerships,  blended  families);  women’s  activity  has
profoundly  changed  the  situation  in  the  field.  While  all
couples  do  not  pool  their  resources,  some  do,  totally  or
partially, whether married or in common law unions. Should we
take this into account? If yes, how should this be done in
light of the multiplicity of forms of union and the way they
constantly change? This is the challenge we face in reforming
the family norms and principles that underpin the welfare
state.  Meanwhile,  some  changes  and  rebalancing  could  be
achieved.

Currently, the benefit from joint taxation is not capped by
law. It can go up to 19,000 euros per year (for incomes above
300,000 euros, an income level subject to the highest tax
bracket) and even to almost 32,000 euros (for incomes above
1,000,000 euros) if you include the benefit of joint taxation
for the exceptional contribution on very high incomes. For
comparison, we note that the maximum amount of the increase in
the RSA for a couple compared to a person living alone is 2900
euros per year. The ceiling on the family quotient (QF), which
is clear, is 1500 euros per half share. A cap on the marital
quotient of 3000 euros (twice the cap on the QF) would affect
only the wealthiest 20% of households (income of over 55,000
euros per year for a single-earner couple with two children).
At this income level, it is likely that the benefit from joint
taxation is related to an inequality in income that is the
result of specialization (full or not) between the spouses in
market and non-market production or that resources are not
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fully shared between the partners.

Another complementary solution would be to leave it up to
every  couple  to  choose  between  a  joint  declaration  and
separate declarations, and in accordance with the consumption
scales commonly used to accord the joint declaration only 1.5
shares  instead  of  2  as  today.  The  tax  authorities  could
calculate the most advantageous solution, as households do not
always choose the right option for them.

A genuine reform requires starting a broader debate about
taking  family  solidarity  into  account  in  the  tax-benefit
system. In the meantime, these solutions would rebalance the
system and turn away from a norm that is contrary to gender
equality. At a time when the government is looking for room
for fiscal maneuvering, why prohibit changing the taxation of
couples?

[1]  A  tax  reduction  [décote]is  applied  to  the  tax  on
households with a low gross tax (less than 960 euros). As the
reduction is calculated per household and does not depend on
the  number  of  persons  included  in  the  household,  it  is
relatively more favourable for singles than for couples. It
helps ensure that single people working full time for the
minimum wage are not taxable. For low-income earners, the
reduction thus compensâtes the fact that single persons are
penalized by the marital quotient. No similar mechanism is
provided for high-income earners.
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In  defense  of  France’s
“family quotient”
By Henri Sterdyniak

At  the  start  of  2012,  some  Socialist  Party  leaders  have
renewed the claim that the “family quotient” tax-splitting
system is unfair because it does not benefit poor families who
do not pay taxes, and benefits rich families more than it does
poor families. This reveals some misunderstanding about how
the tax and social welfare system works.

Can we replace the family quotient by a flat benefit of 607
euros  per  child,  as  suggested  by  some  Socialist  leaders,
drawing on the work of the Treasury? The only justification
for this level of 607 euros is an accounting device, i.e. the
total  current  cost  of  the  family  quotient  uniformly
distributed per child. But this cost stems precisely from the
existence of the quotient. A tax credit with no guarantee of
indexation would see a quick fall in its relative purchasing
power, just like the family allowance (allocation familiale –
AF).

With a credit like this, taking children into account for
taxation purposes would lose all sense. As shown in Table 1,
families  with  children  would  be  overtaxed  relative  to
childless couples with the same income (per consumption unit
before tax), and their after-tax income would be lower. The
Constitutional  Council  would  undoubtedly  censor  such  a
provision.

France  is  the  only  country  to  practice  a  family  quotient
system. Each family is assigned a number of tax parts or
shares, P, based on its composition; the shares correspond
roughly to the family’s number of consumption units (CU), as
these  are  defined  by  the  OECD  and  INSEE;  the  tax  system
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assumes  that  each  family  member  has  a  standard  of  living
equivalent to that of a single earner with revenue R/P; the
family is then taxed like P single earners with income R/P.

The degree of redistribution assured by the tax system is
determined  by  the  tax  schedule,  which  defines  the
progressivity  of  the  tax  system;  it  is  the  same  for  all
categories of households.

The  family  quotient  (QF)  is  thus  a  logical  and  necessary
component of a progressive tax system. It does not provide any
specific support or benefit to families; it merely guarantees
a  fair  distribution  of  the  tax  burden  among  families  of
different sizes but with an equivalent standard of living. The
QF does not constitute an arbitrary support to families, which
would  increase  with  income,  and  which  would  obviously  be
unjustifiable.

Let’s take an example. The Durand family has two children, and
pays 3358 euros less than the Dupont family in income tax
(Table 1). Is this a tax benefit of 3358 euros? No, because
the Durands are less well off than the Duponts; they have 2000
euros per tax share instead of 3000. On the other hand, the
Durands pay as much per share in income tax as the Martins,
who have the same standard of living. The Durands therefore do
not benefit from any tax advantage.

The family quotient takes into account household size; while
doing this is certainly open for debate, one cannot treat a
tax system that does not take into account household size as
the norm and then conclude that any deviation from this norm
constitutes a benefit. There is no reason to levy the same
income tax on the childless Duponts and the two-child Durands,
who, while they have the same level of pay, do not enjoy the
same standard of living.



In  addition,  capping  the  family  quotient  [1]  takes  into
account that the highest portion of income is not used for the
consumption of the children.

Society can choose whether to grant social benefits, but it
has no right to question the principle of the fairness of
family-based taxation: each family should be taxed according
to its standard of living. Undermining this principle would be
unconstitutional,  and  contrary  to  the  Declaration  of  the
Rights of Man, which states that “the common taxation … should
be apportioned equally among all citizens according to their
capacity to pay”. The law guarantees the right of couples to
marry, to build families, and to pool their resources. Income
tax must be family-based and should assess the ability to pay
of families with different compositions. Furthermore, should
France’s Constitutional Council be trusted to put a halt to
any challenge to the family quotient? [2]

The  only  criticism  of  the  family  quotient  system  that  is
socially and intellectually acceptable must therefore focus on
its modalities, and not on the basic principle. Do the tax
shares  correspond  well  to  consumption  units  (taking  into
account the need for simplicity)? Is the level of the cap on
the family quotient appropriate? If the legislature feels that
it is unable to compare the living standards of families of
different sizes, then it should renounce a progressive system
of taxation.

Family policy includes a great variety of instruments [3].
Means-tested benefits (RSA, the “complément familial”, housing
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benefit, ARS) are intended to ensure a satisfactory standard
of  living  to  the  poorest  families.  For  other  families,
universal benefits should partially offset the cost of the
child. The tax system cannot offer more help to poor families
than simply not taxing them. It must be fair to others. It is
absurd to blame the family quotient for not benefitting the
poorest families: they benefit fully from not being taxed, and
means-tested benefits help those who are not taxable.

Table 2 shows the disposable income per consumption unit of a
married employed couple according to the number of children,
relative to the income per consumption unit of a childless
couple. Using the OECD-INSEE CUs, it appears that for low-
income levels families with children have roughly the same
standard of living as couples without children. By contrast,
beyond an earnings level of twice the minimum wage, families
with children always have a standard of living much lower than
that of childless couples. Shouldn’t we take into account that
having three or more children often forces women to limit
their work hours or even stop work? It is the middle classes
who experience the greatest loss of purchasing power when
raising children. Do we need a reform that would reduce their
relative position still further?

The standard of living of the family falls as the number of
children rises. Having children is thus never a tax shelter,
even at high income levels. So if a reform of family policy is
needed, it would involve increasing the level of child benefit
for  all,  and  not  the  questioning  of  the  family  quotient
system.
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Overall,  redistribution  is  greater  for  families  than  for
couples  without  children:  the  ratio  of  disposable  income
between a couple who earns 10 times the minimum wage and a
couple who earns the minimum wage is 6.2 if they have no
children; 4.8 if they have two children; and 4.4 if they have
three. The existence of the family quotient does not reduce
the progressivity of the tax and social welfare system for
large families (Table 3).

Consider a family with two children in which the man earns the
minimum wage and the wife doesn’t work. Every month the family
receives 174 euros in family benefits (AF + ARS), 309 euros
for the RSA and 361 euros in housing benefit. Their disposable
income is 1916 euros on a pre-tax income of 1107 euros; even
taking  into  account  VAT,  their  net  tax  rate  is  negative
(-44%). Without children, the family would have only 83 euros
for the PPE and 172 euros in housing benefit. Each child thus
“brings in” 295 euros. Income is 912 euros per CU, compared
with 885 euros per month if there were no children. Family
policy thus bears the full cost of the children, and the
parents suffer no loss of purchasing power due to the presence
of the children.

Now consider a large wealthy family with two children where
the man earns 6 times the minimum wage and the woman 4 times.
Every month this family receives 126 euros in family benefits
and pays 1732 euros in income tax. Their disposable income is
7396 euros on a pre-tax income of 10,851 euros; taking into
account VAT, their tax rate is a positive 44%. The French
system therefore obliges wealthy families to contribute, while
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financing poor families. Without children, the wealthy family
would pay 389 euros more tax per month. Its income per CU is
4402 euros per month, compared with 5819 euros if there were
no children. The parents suffer a 24.4% loss in their living
standard due to the presence of the children.

Finally, note that this wealthy family receives 126 euros per
month for the AF, benefits from a 389 euro reduction in income
tax, and pays 737 euros per month in family contributions.
Unlike the poor family, it would benefit from the complete
elimination of the family policy.

It  would  certainly  be  desirable  to  increase  the  living
standards  of  the  poorest  families:  the  poverty  rate  for
children under age 18 remains high, at 17.7% in 2009, versus
13.5% for the population as a whole. But this effort should be
financed by all taxpayers, and not specifically by families.

No political party is proposing strong measures for families:
a major upgrade in family benefits, especially the “complément
familial” or the “child” component of the RSA; the allocation
of the “child” component of the RSA to the children of the
unemployed; or the indexation of family benefits and the RSA
on wages, and not on prices.

Worse, in 2011, the government, which now poses as a defender
of family policy, decided not to index family benefits on
inflation, with a consequent 1% loss of purchasing power,
while  the  purchasing  power  of  retirees  was  maintained.
Children do not vote …

I find it difficult to believe that large families, and even
families with two children, especially middle-class families
with  children,  those  where  the  parents  (especially  the
mothers) juggle their schedules in order to look after their
children while still working, are profiting unfairly from the
current system. Is it really necessary to propose a reform
that increases the tax burden on families, especially large



families?

[1] The advantage provided by the family quotient is currently
capped at 2585 euros per half a tax share. This level is
justified. A child represents on average 0.35 CU (0.3 in the
range  0  to  15  year  old,  and  0.5  above).  This  ceiling
corresponds to a zero-rating of 35% of median income. See
H.  Sterdyniak:  “Faut-il  remettre  en  cause  la  politique
familiale française?” [Should French family policy be called
into question?], Revue de l’OFCE, no. 16, January 2011.

[2] As it has already intervened to require that the Prime
pour l’emploi benefit takes into account family composition.

[3] See Sterdyniak (2011), op.cit.
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