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OUTSOURCE YOUR WAY TO
A SUCCESSFUL LIFE, SAYS
CATHERINE RAMPELL

Jon Steinsson and Emi
Nakamura do not have enough
time to do everything they need
to do. They're recently tenured,
highly productive rising stars
at a high-profile university, as well as parents

to an infant. But they have a secret weapon
helping them prioritise: Econ 101,

One of the oldest, if not entirely intuitive,
principles in economics Is comparative
acdvantage, developed by British economist
David Ricardo in the early 19th century,

As introductory econ students all learn, 1t
explains why countries and companies ought
to outsource the production of lower-value

goods and services, even if they can produce

them more efficiently themselves,

Even if vou're faster and more effective
than evervone else at a given task — fighting
with the pay-1'V company, say, or lolding
vour socks just so — you still might be better
ol 1l you pay someone else to do it for you.
Why? Because there 15 an opportunity cost
[or every hour consumed by these tedious,
nonproductive tasks; there exists some
higher-value activity you could be spending
vour time on mstead.

Steinsson and Nakamura, both economusts,
take the tenets of their field seriously. And
50 they outsource as much of the humdrum
aspects of their personal lives as they can,

Last vear, the couple hired a personal
chell She drops ofl five healthy meals at
the beginning of every week to reduce the
time they spend cooking (they used to cook
recreationally; now they'd rather spend thai
time with their son). They have also paid
people to: build Tkea furniture for them
even though the service often costs more
than the furniture itself); teach them how to
use software programs and baby carriers;
and load their CD) collection onto thear
computers. They even hired someone to
spend hours going through thousands of

old family photographs 1o figure out which
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That last task has proved a bit problematic.
It's hard for a stranger to look at snapshots
from your childhood and determine which
ones represent truly memorable moments,
Still, Steinsson remains confident in the
theory, “We haven’t hgured it out yet, but
we haven’t given up,” he told me.

While it’s now common for professionals

tor hure a he :l:lm'l-:m'prl' and pay for some

degree ol chuld care, outsourcing other

“HIRING PEOPLE TO WORK, ESSENTIALLY,

some kind. From an economist’s perspective,
it’s similar to taking out student loans: an
mnvestment m your [uture earning potential.,
Yet few outside the field see it that way.

*art ol the problem 1s that most people
don’t understand the value of their time,
particularly if they are salaried. Paying
someone to buy your groceries or take the
car to the mechanic sounds hike money
down the drain if vou're not billing hourly.

AS SERVANTS SMACKS OF CLASSISM”

activities 1s quite rare and even stigmatised
among non-economists. Embracing the
do-it-yourself ethos is (wrongly) perceived
as evidence of thrift or even moral virtue.
A personal chel 15 the sort 4'1|~|1|:~;u:|‘}' ]‘J:‘[‘J|‘J|{‘
associate with hedge-funders, Europeans
with several surnames and oil sheikhs. Sull,
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But buying yourself an extra hour to work
today can be good for vour career tomorrow,
il doing so improves vour chances of getting
a promotion or a raise,

That’s why Steinsson and Nakamura
paid for housekeeping services even
when they were penmless grad students.

Outsourcing household tasks meant
1 1 1 1 I 1. 1 il
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calculated — correctly — that spending an
extra hour working on a paper was better
for their lifetime expected earnings than

spending that hour vacuuming,

There is also a strong cultural aversion o
certain forms of outsourcing. Hiring people
to work, essentially, as servants smacks of
classism or insufficient self-reliance. Scrubbing
your own toilet or doing vour own laundry
supposedly builds character, or something
to that effect. And while it’s certainly good
to have these skills in a pinch, it’s probably
not a wise financial decision to use them all
the time if you could instead be engaging
in other activities that improve your — and
vour family’s — wellbeing,

Chutsourcing isn't only for workaholics;
it can also create room for lelsure time,
which is perhaps the hardest argument for
non-economists to appreciate. Paying
someone else to work so you have more time
to play sounds improvident, both financially
and morally. But not if buying ame for
leisure makes working more tolerable.

(Oddly, it’s perfectly fine if leisure time
includes those inefficient DIY houschold
tasks that some people find rewarding and
fun, such as pickling beetroat or knitting.|

“You have to start from a point where you
say: ‘What is necessary for me to be happy
with my decision to be a working mother?™
says economist Susan Athey.

“I think a lot of working mothers end up
throwing up their hands in exasperation and
saying, ‘T can’t live this way!” and quit their
jobs.” If parents who want to work abandon
their careers before trying outsourcing
all the household tasks they don’t emjoy,
ar feel overwhelmed by, quitting may be
shortsighted. Happiness in the present,
earning power in the future and familial
bliss need not be in conflict,

Especially, Athey says, if the outsourcing
costs are temporary ones that enable parents
to remain in the workforce and thereby earn
more money after they no longer face such
a time crunch (e.g., alter the kids need less
supervision and can even start helping with
chores themselves).

Athey qualifies all this by saying that,
of course, not everyone can afford a nanny
or a housekeeper or a personal assistant —
like, for example, if you are yoursell a nanny
or a housekeeper or a personal assistant.

But if you do earn more than people in these
occupations, chances are that it would pay
ofl'to hire them.

In fact, one economist I spoke with,
Justin Wolfers, made me promise before
I got off the phone that I would embrace
my new-found appreciation of comparative
advantage and look into hiring someone 1o
do some errands for me. Hire-a-gofer sites
like Airtasker facilitate such outsourcing,
their success perhaps a product of their ability
to technologically grease a transaction that
might otherwise be awkward.

And, Wolfers adds, the lousy economy
means theré are a lot of people willing
to pick up odd jobs. He was right: last week
I posted an online ad to see if T could find
a personal factotum for just a few hours a
week, and within 24 hours, I received more
than 75 enquiries,

I hope to hire someone on a trial basis
thinking, maybe, it will buy me more time
to write — but I still haven't decided whom.
Going through all those resumes has
been overwhelming and extraordinarily
time-consuming, It's the kind of task that
I’d really love to outsource. o
Catherine Rampell is an economics reporter al The New
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RELAX AND UNWIND WITH
A HOUGHTON CLASSIC

Come summer, the days are warm,
entertaining is casy and nothing beats
a glass of crisp white wine over lunch
or at the end of the day.

Celebrating nearly 175 years of
Australian winemaking, Houghton Wines
continue to produce easy-to-drink
West Australian wines including Houghton
White Classic, a [avourite at Australian
tables. A popular blend of premium white
varietals, it's refreshing and flavoursome
with notes of fresh fruit salad, tropical
and citrus fruit with a crisp dry finish.

The Houghton Classic range 15 the
classic West Australian family featuring
some standout summer favourites,
including the refreshing White Classic,
lively brut-style Sparkling Classic,
easy drinking Red Classic and
luscious Sweet Classic,
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A West Australian wine icon, Houghton |
15 Australia’s third oldest winery and
it sources fruit from every major
premium grape-growing region in
Western Australia, including Margaret
River, Gingin, Frankland River and
Mount Barker in the Great Southern
and the Pemberton region.

HOILE . HTEN .

For more information,
visit houghton-wines.com.au =
i Houghton Wines X

HOUGHTON
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