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Abstract
All children have rights to care, education, food, shelter, and more besides. The creation of children is,
therefore, the creation of costly entitlements. But who, other than the parents, can be expected to share
these costs? And how much can they be expected to contribute? To date, political theorists have only
attended to the first question. But without a well-reasoned answer to the second question, we won’t know
whether sharing should be generous or very little, equal or unequal. In this paper, I provide the first
examination of the extent of cost sharing required if children are public goods. I argue that viewing
children as public goods places important limits on the total costs to be fairly shared by non-parents. This
casts doubt on the view, assumed by many political theorists, that the costs of all children’s entitlements
must be equally shared between parents and non-parents.
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I Introduction
All children have rights to care, education, food, shelter, and more besides. The creation of
children is, therefore, the creation of costly entitlements that must be met either by parents or
society at large. In light of this, we can say that any complete and sound theory of justice must
have an account of justice in the costs of children. Such an account will answer four questions:
who has duties to pay these costs, how much of the costs can they be required to pay, to whom
should the revenue from contributions be allocated, and how should that revenue be shared
between them?1

In spite of the importance of each of these questions, with few exceptions, political theorists
have had relatively little to say about them (Rakowski 1993; Casal 1999; Casal and Williams 1995;
Steiner and Vallentyne 2009). What has been written on this topic focuses on the first question of
Who? and, specifically, on whether non-parents are required to share the costs of children.2 The
scholarly debate has been framed via the fair play principle as turning on whether children are

© The Author(s), 2025. Published by Cambridge University Press. This is an Open Access article, distributed under the terms of the Creative
Commons Attribution licence (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted re-use, distribution and
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1What I have called Justice in the Costs of Children differs in some ways from what Serena Olsaretti and Paul Bou-Habib
have called the question of Parental Justice. For Olsaretti and Bou-Habib, parental justice is concerned with ‘whether parents,
in virtue of having and rearing children, should or may internalize some or all of the costs and/or benefits of children’. See
Bou-Habib and Olsaretti 2013, 421. For other definitions of parental justice see Olsaretti 2013, 227 and Olsaretti 2017, 153. My
focus on the costs of children is much broader. The reason I focus more broadly is that I think that the other questions are as
important, and neglected, as their question. The broader focus of an account of justice in the costs of children enables it to
address these other questions.

2Whether non-parents have obligations to share the costs when, for example, the child’s parents cannot afford to or have
died, is a further and separate question.
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public goods. Only if children are public goods, it is supposed, can non-parents be required to
share the costs with parents (Klosko 1987; Folbre 1994; Olsaretti 2013).3 This debate is relevant to
ongoing practical policy debates about social security in many countries, such as the two-child
limit to child benefits in the UK and Family Benefits in the EU.4

By answering the question of Who? political theorists have taken one step towards an account
of justice in the costs of children. The next step is to answerHowMuch?While the answer toWho?
turns on whether non-parents free ride when they refuse to contribute at all, the answer to How
Much? turns on whether non-parents who stand ready to pay up to some limit also free ride. In
this article, I examine how the fair play principle sets limits to cost sharing. My analysis sets out a
theoretical framework for addressing this important question. I argue that the fair play principle’s
implications for cost-sharing are different and likely more limited than its proponents have
assumed (Olsaretti 2017).

The structure of this article is as follows. In Section II, I explain the fair play principle in relation
to the costs of children and the Standard View that the costs of all children’s entitlements should
be shared equally between parents and non-parents. In Section III, I derive a general statement
about limits to sharing from the fair play principle, which I call the Costs Claim. I highlight two
ambiguities within the Costs Claim and resolve them to clarify those limits. In Section IV,
I examine the relationship between the costs that can be shared and the goods that are produced.
I argue that it is only the necessary costs of production of the public good that may be shared. In
other words, non-parents can refuse to pay the unnecessary costs without free riding. In Section V,
I consider what the size of the public good is, whose necessary costs may be shared. I argue that it
is only the necessary costs of production of the cheapest public good that may be shared. Non-
parents can refuse to pay additional costs required for a larger good without free riding. In Section
VI, I explain why justified cost-sharing differs from what the Standard View supposes, both in
terms of less sharing and unequal sharing. In Section VII, I conclude that defenders of the pro-
sharing view, therefore, must either adjust their expectations of the fair play principle or else find a
new argument.

II Children as Public Goods
According to the fair play principle, when some individual or group intentionally incurs costs to
produce a non-excludable and non-rivalrous benefit that is enjoyed by non-producers, those non-
producers incur an obligation to contribute a fair share of the costs incurred by the producer(s) in
the productive act(s) (Hart 1984[1955]). To refuse to do so would be to wrongly ‘free ride’ on the
efforts of the producers. In the case of children, parents are seen as the producers and non-parents
are seen as the beneficiaries.

Three reasons explain why the fair play principle is an attractive approach to justice in the
distribution of the costs of children. The first is that the principle promises to establish an
enforceable rather than unenforceable obligation. An enforceable obligation is necessary to
ground the sorts of tax and transfer policies entailed by public subsidy for the provision of
education and childcare as part of a welfare state. The second reason is that the fair play principle
does not rely on any perfectionist premises about the contribution that parenting makes to the
flourishing of parents. For example, arguments for cost-sharing based on the contribution that
parenting makes to the flourishing of some individuals could be reasonably rejected by those who
deny that parenting makes such a contribution. It would be better, at least, to have an argument
that did not rely on such controversial claims, and could be the basis for political agreement
among reasonable people who disagree about the correct view of human flourishing. The third

3For an approach that appeals to Presumptive rather than Public Goods see Tomlin 2015. For a response to Tomlin see
Magnusson 2018.

4See, for example, Glasgow Live 2023; BBC 2023; Save the Children 2023.
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reason is that the fair play principle offers us a normative argument rather than a prudential one.
This is important because, although non-parents have prudential reasons to contribute to the costs
of children to incentivize their production, prudential arguments can rarely justify enforceable
obligations on their own. These three reasons provide a strong case for viewing the fair play
principle as the best hope for grounding the Standard View which, as I noted earlier, is the view
that parents and non-parents must share the costs of all children’s entitlements equally (Olsaretti
2013, Olsaretti 2017).5

Serena Olsaretti explains that one possible reason for the neglect of the question ofWho? is that
theories of justice have typically assumed the truth of the Standard View.6 Olsaretti’s reasoning
applies at least as strongly to the question of How Much?

We can conclude that this standard view is typically assumed, because typically theories of
justice hold that people’s tax liabilities do not increase in line with whether they have
children. Moreover, many egalitarian theories of justice seem to defend a version of the
Standard View which favours the socialization of some of the costs of care, too, namely, those
costs of care that must be incurred to meet the children’s claims of justice (Olsaretti
2017,155–156).

Other than Olsaretti’s brief statement above, there is not much available in terms of an answer to
our question. We are in unchartered territory.

I take it that the Standard View consists of two main claims. First, the costs of each
child’s entitlements should be shared and, second, these costs should be shared equally between
parents and non-parents. Furthermore, if we suppose that children’s entitlements to education
and care go beyond what is provided in our currently unjust world, then the total to be
shared could be very large indeed since those amounts are already large. Below are just two
examples.

In the United States, Child Tax Credit entitles working parents to refunds of up to $3,600 per
child per year (US Treasury 2022). According to the Education Data Initiative, US Public
Education Spending Statistics funding for K-12 education spending is $16,390 per pupil
(Education Data Initiative 2023). The UK government was forecast to spend £12.6 billion on
child benefit by 2023–24, representing 1% of all public spending (Office for Budget
Responsibility 2023). In 2023–24, UK government spending on Education for under 16s in
total was £57.3 billion, which works out at £7,460 per pupil (UK Government Statistics
Service 2023).

While the Standard View seems favoured by many theories of justice it cannot simply be
assumed. It must be argued for. Since the three reasons given above lead us to conclude that the
fair play principle is the best hope for justifying cost sharing, we should consider how that
principle limits answers to the question of How Much?

III The Ambiguity of the Fair Play Principle
According to the fair play principle, it is wrongful to refuse to contribute to the costs of public
goods from which you benefit. But does the principle of fair play hold that it is wrongful if
beneficiaries stand willing to contribute only up to some limit? If so, where is that limit? The fair
play principle generates duties for beneficiaries based on their benefitting from the productive
efforts of others. If there is no production, no effort, or no benefit, the principle simply does not

5See Olsaretti 2013 and Olsaretti, 2017. Hillel Steiner has offered a clear discussion of the issues raised by the cost of each
child’s equal share from a Left-Libertarian perspective in Steiner 2022.

6It may happen that parents pay more, for instance, because their earnings are higher or they purchase more items that
incur sales tax, but the inequality in how much they pay will not be because they are parents, it will be circumstantial.
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apply. We can draw out four plausible claims about which costs can and cannot be shared from
the logic of the fair play principle.

1) Morally Required: the costs to be shared by non-producers must be the costs of meeting
entitlements generated to create the public good. Costs of non-entitlements may be incurred
or not by producers since it is not a matter of duty whether those costs are paid at all. The
Standard View holds that these are the costs of children’s entitlements.

2) Incurred Costs: the costs to be shared must be ones that the producer in fact incurs. For
instance, if a wizard is able to produce a bridge by merely casting a spell, one is not required
to pay the wizard a fair share of the market price of building that bridge.

3) Related Costs: the costs to be shared must be costs of production of the public good. One
cannot be required to share the costs that are unrelated to the production of a public good.
For instance, the costs of other projects the producer is involved in. There must be some
salient connection between the costs and the productive activity that the non-producers
benefit from.

The above are general limits to the costs that can be shared by non-producers. But there are also
some costs that, by their nature, beneficiaries cannot refuse to share.

4) Rights Violations: the costs to be shared must be the costs of production of a public good if it
is to be produced without violating anyone’s rights. Non-producers cannot refuse to share a
cost because the producer could have stolen some item necessary for production or else
refused to pay the workers. The beneficiary cannot expect the producer to reduce their costs
by taking part in wrongdoing.

These considerations lead us to what I call The Costs Claim.

The Costs Claim: Non-producers must pay a fair share of the morally required costs incurred
by producers in relation to the production of a public good without violating anyone’s rights.

The Costs Claim takes us beyond what has already been said in relation to the question of How
Much? but it is ambiguous in two important respects. First, the nature of the relationship
between the entitlements and public good production, identified in ‘Related Costs’ above, is
unclear. Does it include all children’s entitlements, as the Standard View states, or only those
entitlements that are necessary to produce a public good? Second, the size or type of public
good that is created can vary and so do the entitlements arising from it. Do beneficiaries have
to pay the related costs of any public good that is created or is there a limit to how large the
good can be?

In the next two sections, I resolve these ambiguities to arrive at a more determinate account of
the extent of non-producer cost-sharing that differs from the Standard View. But first, let’s
consider why a much simpler approach is not available to us. It may appear that we can resolve
both ambiguities within the Costs Claim by appealing to an independent account of a ‘fair share’.
Here we must keep in mind the difference between the total costs to be shared and the size of
individual shares. There are two ways that a beneficiary’s share can increase. First, it can increase
because their share of the same total increases; for example, a beneficiary pays principle would
hold that some should pay more because they benefit more than others.7 Second, it can increase
because the total that is to be shared is larger; for instance, because the public good is produced in a

7A beneficiary pays principle is defended in Blanc and Meijers 2020.
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more expensive way.8 The answer to the question ofHowMuch? here identifies the total costs that
are to be shared fairly by the group of beneficiaries, not what an individual’s fair share of that total
is.9 We have to identify the total costs before we can work out the size of anyone’s fair share, which
will require the application of the principle of distributive justice. As we have seen, some costs
simply do not factor into the total to be fairly shared. These include: morally optional costs, costs
that are not incurred by producers, and costs that are unrelated or tangentially related to
production. What costs should and should not be shared is distinct from the question of how
to fairly share what can be shared. This is the difference between which costs can be billed and
how to share the bill between individuals. For this reason, we cannot apply an existing account of
fairness to arrive at our answer.

IV Which Entitlements?
The first ambiguity within the Costs Claim concerns the relationship between entitlements created
and the production of the public good. There are many different entitlements that may be created
in the creation of children. The Standard View focuses on the costs of meeting each child’s
entitlements, and not more broadly on entitlements created in order to produce the public good
without violating anyone’s rights. In discussions of the costs of children, scholars have
distinguished between the costs of meeting children’s just entitlements, including meeting their
need for care and their right to a fair share of resources, and more extravagant costs, such as
organic cotton clothes (Olsaretti 2013, 230). While the latter are not entitlements of the child, they
are entitlements created in the creation of the public good that children produce. A payment is
owed to the organic cotton clothes merchant. Because they are extravagant it is plausible to assume
that there is no duty for non-parents to share these costs. So, how do we distinguish those costs
that must be shared from those that need not?

There are two possible reasons why the costs of organic cotton clothes should not be shared. It
could be because they are not entitlements of the child, as the Standard View would hold. This
view supports the following restriction to cost sharing.

Children’s Entitlements: Non-parents can be required to share only the costs of the
entitlements of each child when children create a public good.

But I will argue that the reason why the costs of the clothes should not be shared is that they are
not necessary to produce the public good. I will defend a different restriction on cost sharing.

Necessary Entitlements: Non-parents can be required to share the costs only of entitlements
whose creation is necessary for producing the public good without violating anyone’s rights.

To compare the two ways of drawing the distinction, we must consider whether it is plausible to
include necessary entitlements that are not the child’s and the child’s entitlements that are not
necessary to produce the public good without violating rights.

We can now consider a case involving Necessary Entitlements that are not Children’s
Entitlements.

8Another way to increase the costs to be shared by the average beneficiary would be to decrease the number of beneficiaries.
9For the idea that the argument from fair play or public goods has a distinctive account of fair shares, see Duus-Otterström

2021; Miller and Taylor 2018.
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Pain Relief: Pain relief administered during childbirth is necessary to produce the public
good associated with children without violating anyone’s rights. However, it is not an
entitlement of the child to be born to someone who receives pain relief.10

Pain relief is a clear example of a necessary entitlement, but no child is entitled to be born to
someone who is on pain relief. The public good of children, whether in terms of workforce or
pension contributions, cannot be produced without violating anyone’s rights without pain relief. It
is intuitive that non-parents should share the costs of pain relief in this example, just as it is
intuitive that beneficiaries of national defence must share the costs of building tanks and paying
soldiers and that beneficiaries of clean water must share the costs of building water treatment
facilities.

Now consider an example of an entitlement that is not the child’s entitlement. Consider the
recent history of the world, where fertility levels surpass what is required to produce adequate
levels of public goods (Roser 2014). Some individuals use Assisted Reproductive Technology to
procreate, but no child has the right to be created through the use of ART, so the entitlements
created in the commission of ART are not those of the child and they are not necessary to produce
the public good. When there is a plentiful supply of children to produce public goods, the costs of
producing additional children in a more expensive way cannot be shared using the fair play
principle.11 Viewing things through the lens of the fair play principle, our focus should be solely on
the production of the public good. Our sympathy for those who experience difficulty procreating
and the disadvantage they face may provide good normative reasons for sharing their costs, but
such reasons do not stem from the fair play principle. Nor should we expect the fair play principle
to do all the work of a theory of justice or a theory of rectification of injustice. This is not to dispute
that the costs of ART should be covered as a matter of justice for other reasons. However, these
arguments would not be supported by all three reasons noted in the introduction for focusing on
the fair play principle.

With much of the world failing to reach replacement rates of fertility currently, ART may
become increasingly necessary for minimal levels of procreation for the production of public
goods (Bhattacharjee et al. 2024). Then the costs of ART would become shareable. A beneficiary
could not insist that the public good was created without ART because the good they enjoy could
not have been produced without it.12 This supports Necessary Entitlements as the correct
determinant of whether a cost can be shared.

Before we move on to the second ambiguity, I consider one further example that suggests the
Necessary Entitlements are implausible because too restrictive. Paul Bou-Habib and Serena
Olsaretti consider an example of producing a public good more cheaply by workers working at
night rather than during the day (2023, 10). They believe that it is counter-intuitive to hold that
beneficiaries must share only the costs of nighttime production. The reason they give is that the
workers have a compelling interest not to work at nighttime. They argue by analogy between
parents and the workers and claim that parents have a compelling interest in choosing their family
size. They then conclude that beneficiaries must share the costs of additional children. In brief, the
objection to Necessary Entitlements is that there may be unnecessary costs that should be shared
in order not to compromise a compelling interest of producers.13

10I am grateful to Paul Bou-Habib for suggesting I consider this example.
11I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for suggesting I elaborate on the implications for ART in different contexts of

fertility.
12It is also not unforeseeable that we may have to heavily incentivise procreation to maintain decent levels of public good

production. Since people have a right not to procreate, the costs necessary to produce the public good without violating
people’s rights will include such incentives, though this only applies where public goods are themselves morally required. For a
distinction between ‘essential public goods’ and discretionary public goods’ see Miller and Taylor 2018, 563.

13I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for suggesting I discuss this objection.
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Necessary Entitlements can accommodate the intuition in this case if the compelling interest
grounds a right. If workers have a right against working in the evenings, as seems plausible, then
we should not index the costs to be shared to evening work. If, however, workers lack that right or
were willing to waive it in order to earn overtime payments, these lower costs would be all that
non-producers could be required to share based on the fair play principle. In this variation, the
compelling interests view seems to imply that beneficiaries should pay the higher costs that
daytime work entails. This seems implausible and since they are not necessary, the Necessary
Entitlements view should be favoured.

In the caseof theworkers, the size of the goods produced is the samewhenever thework takes place.
Only the costs are different. The analogous case with families would be that parents have additional
children, increasing the costs, but producing the same public good. So, for the family size case, these
additional costs are strictly unnecessary to produce the public good of whatever size. The fair play
principle cannot support cost sharing because there is no contribution to the public good by the
action. This entitlement is like that of organic cotton clothes. A parent could complain by appealing to
their compelling interest in determining family size. The compelling interest in family size is most
forceful when it protects procreative liberty; for example, when governments make it illegal to have
more than one child. But procreative liberty is not at stake in the case of cost sharing. Indeed, Bou-
Habib and Olsaretti accept limits to cost sharing based on the size of the family (2023, 11). I am not
arguing that adults act impermissibly by havingmore or fewer children.What is at stake is the interest
in ‘having children and not paying the full costs of their entitlements but, rather, sharing them with
others who didn’t make the same choice’. Non-parents’ countervailing interests will be similarly
compelling and include interests in all the other things they could dowith those contributions. In fact,
each interest is a type ofmore general interest in pursuing one’s important projectswhile sharing their
costs. To avoid perfectionism, it would appear the interest must be formulated more generally: the
compelling interest in ‘having one’s especially important project’s costs shared’.

The arbitration of conflicts of interests of this kind, about which there can be reasonable
disagreement, cannot be made by the fair play principle. The arbitration of such conflicts would
make the fair play principle deeply controversial and arguably perfectionist. The compelling
interests objection, then, does not undermine the Necessary Entitlements view.

Where family size becomes relevant to cost sharing is where parents exercise their freedom to
procreate by having additional children, and where doing so contributes to a larger public good
that non-parents enjoy. When these additional children are necessary to create that larger good,
Necessary Entitlements do not disallow cost sharing for larger public goods.

V At What Cost?
It is possible to create public goods of varying sizes at varying costs. In the case of children, a larger
more-skilled generation will likely cost more than a smaller less-skilled generation, but it will also
likely confer larger benefits on beneficiaries. The costs claim is ambiguous about whether there are
any limits to the size of public good that can be created and its necessary costs be shared. In this
section, I consider three possible answers to this ambiguity: the Default Answer, the Cheapest
Answer, and the Good Value Answer. I defend the Cheapest Answer.

First, consider the Default Answer that I associate with the Standard View because it holds that
the costs of all children that are born are included.

Default Answer: The total costs to be shared by beneficiaries are the necessary costs of
producing the public good at the level that it is in fact produced.

According to this answer, there are no limits based on how large or small the public good can be
and its necessary costs shared. If a public good of three sizes could be created: large for large costs,
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medium for medium costs, and small for small costs, the default answer tells us that the costs to be
shared are those linked to the good that is produced. If a medium public good is produced,
medium costs are to be shared even though a larger benefit could be created, or a cheaper benefit
could be created instead. It doesn’t matter if it is poor value for the benefit compared to the others;
for example, if a slightly smaller benefit would be produced at a much lower cost or if a much
larger benefit can be created at very little additional cost.

What is objectionable about this answer is the absence of some independent principled limit to
cost foisting. The unilateral imposition of a duty is what motivates objections to the fair play
principle more generally, and these objections are not without force. Whatever else we can say
about public goods production, the decision about the level of public good provision and the
attending levels of necessary cost sharing cannot be left to the producer’s actions alone. Even if
parents retain a right to produce a good of any size or of the kind they wish, such as determining
family size, they cannot be granted the power to determine the extent of duties to share the costs of
what they produce. But we must be clear to distinguish this objection from an objection that would
apply with equal force to any version of the fair play principle.

Critics of the fair play argument, such as Nozick, argue that foisting any sort of benefit on
someone else cannot generate such obligations.14 Such arguments cannot be reconciled with any
cost-sharing and thus appear inconsistent with the fair play principle.

But the objection I ammaking is importantly different. I do not deny that there can be duties to
share the costs of foisted benefits. I hold instead that choosing to foist more demanding rather
than less demanding duties to share costs is objectionable. The argument thus retains what is
forceful in Nozick’s objection without undermining the principle of fair play. Foisting goods and
requesting payment generates a strong argumentative burden, though not an insurmountable one.
To understand the fair play principle differently is to grant producers not only the power to create
duties unilaterally, which must be a power they possess if the fair play principle is sound, but also
the power to increase the demandingness of those duties in line with the producers’ choices about the
level of public goods provision. I have defended a constraint on the extent of costs not on the idea of
cost sharing altogether and so my defence does not beg the question against the fair play
argument. Nozick’s stance appears too protective of the beneficiaries and not enough of the
producers. The Default Answer appears to favour the producers at the expense of beneficiaries.
What I am suggesting strikes a balance between the claims of producers to have the costs shared
and the claims of beneficiaries to have some principled limits to those costs. To avoid the problem
with the Default Answer, we must set costs independently of what good was in fact produced. This
means that parents may overproduce and not be entitled to have non-parents share with them the
full costs of all children, at least not on the basis of the fair play principle alone.15

The independent standard I will defend is the Cheapest Answer.

Cheapest Answer: The total costs to be shared by non-parents are the necessary entitlements
required to produce the least costly public good without violating anyone’s rights.

The Cheapest Answer is the lowest cost that would be justified if the fair play principle is sound
since it is the least objectionable liability that non-parents could have. If non-parents can’t even be
required to share the cheapest costs, then no cost sharing could be justified. Since I am assuming
the truth of the public goods argument, this position must be accepted and our question then
becomes whether any deviations from the cheapest answer are justifiable. An alternative

14This point resembles what Isabella Trifan calls Nozick’s ‘voluntarist objection’, though my version is restricted in that it
grants that some costs of public goods can be justified. See Trifan 2020, 160.

15I am grateful to Paul Bou-Habib for asking me to distinguish this objection from a blanket objection to the fair play
principle.
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independent standard that is worth considering would require non-parents to share the costs of
the public good that represents good value.

Good Value Answer: The total costs to be shared by non-parents are the costs of entitlements
necessary to produce the cheapest public good or a larger public good if it has a lower per unit
cost than the cheapest without violating anyone’s rights.

Non-producers may have prudential reasons to pay more if they enjoy a larger benefit for
relatively small additional costs. For example, recruiting more and more military personnel will
increase national defence marginally. The same can be said about clean air and public
transportation systems. On the Good Value Answer, non-producers would be required to share
only the costs that would be the best value for a good of that kind, up to the costs incurred by the
producer.16

But the Good Value Answer is problematic. While it may be narrowly rational to prefer a
benefit of 10 for the price of 5 than a benefit of 6 for the price of 4, it may not be rational in a
broader sense because public goods are not the only things people care about. Paying a price for 5
rather than 4 deprives the non-producer of 1 that can be used elsewhere, perhaps much more
efficiently given their conception of the good or welfare function. Even a strictly prudential
argument doesn’t, therefore, always support the Good Value Answer, and even so, a prudential
argument would not be of the right kind to justify enforceable cost sharing, as discussed in the
introduction. A conflict of interest arises around what is best for any individual, as was noted
above regarding the compelling interest in choosing family size. There will be reasonable
disagreement about this. The idea of good value is itself hard to determine and cannot be
determined by the fair play principle alone. Here we run into major problems in attempting to
define an independent standard for cost sharing that is justifiable.

The Good Value Answer assumes that providing a larger benefit for better value must be at
least as justifiable as a smaller benefit for worse value. But the point of public policy is not
generally to maximize any particular net benefits people receive in terms of public goods. It is easy
to see how this can get out of control when a very large but great-value public good improvement
is on offer. Perhaps national defence can be improved 100 times by only increasing costs by 4
times. That looks like a good deal, but the increase in costs can have huge opportunity costs for
some, maybe even all. The fair play principle justifies the foisting of benefits and retrieval of costs
only in a narrow set of cases, acknowledging the special burdens that face any attempt to foist.

In this section, I have argued that non-producers lack a duty grounded in the fair play principle
to share any costs greater than those necessary to create the cheapest public good. A willingness to
pay the cheapest costs but not more is all that is required for non-parents to avoid free riding.
While larger goods can be created (after all my argument does not propose limiting the freedom of
producers), the corresponding larger costs cannot be shared consistent with the fair play
argument.

VI Upshot
I have argued that the fair play principle requires that the necessary cheapest costs of children as
public goods are shared. Non-parents who pay their fair share of those costs are not guilty of free-
riding. In this section, I clarify the upshot of this answer. First, I explain what I mean by the
cheapest necessary costs. Second, I highlight three ways in which this level of cost-sharing will be
different from that supposed by the Standard View.

16I am grateful to an anonymous reviewer for helping me to reformulate this answer and to reconsider different ways of
understanding good value.
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The cheapest necessary costs are the costs of meeting the necessary entitlements arising from
the procreation and nurture of a set of children that will produce the cheapest substantial public
good. The costs will include those that are practically as well as morally required to produce a
substantial public good without violating anyone’s rights. We should note that, in different places
and at different times, meeting a child’s entitlements was more and less expensive. My focus is on
the costs of meeting the entitlements at the time they should be met, but even so, in different
places, the costs of meeting children’s entitlements vary dramatically based on where they are
raised. This variation can have an important implication, for example, in a case that involves
skilled immigration. Suppose that a state can hypothetically benefit from admitting skilled
immigrants. Furthermore, suppose that the costs that the parents of those skilled immigrants
would have to bear in raising them are lower than the costs of raising local children in the
receiving state. In that case, the Cheapest Answer may well imply that non-parents in the receiving
state cannot be expected to share with local parents all of the costs of raising local children, but
only those costs that match the lower amount it would have cost to raise skilled immigrants.17

There are three ways that the Cheapest Necessary Costs View will differ from the Standard
View. Overall, the view supports far less cost-sharing than has been supposed. First, the Cheapest
Necessary Costs View permits that there are additional entitlements whose costs must be shared
over and above the child’s entitlements. This follows from the rejection of Children’s Entitlements
in favour of the Necessary Entitlements. The cost of entitlements of non-children, such as costs of
pain relief during childbirth that are necessarily created to create the public good without violating
rights must be shared. This will drive cost sharing upwards. But there are two further ways the
costs can be driven down.

Second, the Cheapest Necessary Costs View permits that the entitlements of some children will
not be shared. This is because it was possible to create the public good without violating anyone’s
rights and without creating those children’s entitlements. Only the set of children that it is
necessary to create in order to create the cheapest public good without violating anyone’s rights
can be shared. This follows from rejecting the Default Answer and Children’s Entitlements in
favour of Necessary Entitlements and Cheapest Answer. Unless the production of children
corresponds exactly with the cheapest way of producing public goods, without violating anyone’s
rights, the total amount that can be fairly shared by non-parents will be less than it costs to cover
all of the entitlements of all the children that are born. Moreover, many children who are created
do not contribute to the public good.18 So, their entitlements cannot be shared on the fair play
principle either. This significantly brings down the total costs that can be shared.

Third, and what is an implication of the other two, the view does not require equal sharing
between parents and non-parents, as the Standard View holds. The Cheapest Necessary Costs
View permits inequality in sharing between parents and non-parents. Although the debate about
the costs of children has focused on the way it generates duties for non-parents, it also generates
duties for parents. That is because the argument generates duties for beneficiaries and not merely
non-producer beneficiaries such as non-parents. The fair play principle will sometimes justify very
little cost-sharing by non-parents, and less than its proponents have supposed. It doesn’t mean

17For a discussion of baselines see Bou-Habib and Olsaretti 2023. For discussion of the problems of ‘brain drain’ see Gheaus
2013 and Oberman 2013. See also Bou-Habib 2019.

18It may seem unfair or even cruel that those for whom childrearing is much more expensive than others cannot be
reimbursed by the public goods argument, but I am minded to think that the public goods approach is unfair and cruel in at
least some ways. I am grateful to Stuart White for discussion of this aspect of the public goods approach. Think also of the
situation of those whose children suffer some severe disability such that their public good contribution, at least in terms of
economic productivity, is low. One could respond by saying that the question of To Whom? is the relevant one for whether
parents who do not produce children who qualify as a public good since the total revenue from contributions from non-
parents may allocated equally among all parents, regardless of their contribution. For an equal share view of what is owed to
parents see Clayton 2006, 61–75. This simply supports one of my claims at the beginning that we need to attend to a wider
range of questions than we have done so far to understand the demands of justice in the costs of children.
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those parents should receive nothing. That turns on how we distribute the revenue. But since the
revenue, when divided, won’t cover all children’s entitlements, each parent may get less than it
takes to cover the costs, though there are different ways of dividing the revenue, including sharing
equally across all parents.

This leaves proponents of the fair play principle for the costs of children with a choice. Either
they must supplement fair play with another argument, though the three reasons outlined at the
start for thinking that approach is attractive seem almost unique to it, or they must accept that the
extent of cost-sharing that the Standard View adopts is incorrect and likely overstates the extent of
cost-sharing that is required.19

VII Conclusion
In this article, I have provided the first treatment of the important question of how much non-
parents can be required to share the costs of children. I did so by focussing on the fair play
principle, which has three reasons supporting its application to the topic. I argued that the fair play
principle can help us to answer this question because a core commitment of the public goods
approach, The Costs Claim, follows from the producer-beneficiary logic of the approach.
I distinguished the question of how fairness applies to sharing the total costs eligible for sharing
and how to determine those total costs in the first place. My focus was on calculating the total
costs. I noted two important ambiguities about the total costs that must be resolved plausibly and
congruent with the public goods approach for it to help us determine the total costs that non-
parents can be required to share. First, is an ambiguity about the entitlements that can be included.
Second, is an ambiguity about the size of the public good that can be created and its costs still be
shared. I argued that the best understanding of these ambiguities was that the public goods
approach holds that non-parents can be required to pay the costs of entitlements that were
necessary to produce the cheapest public good. Drawing out the implications of this answer,
I showed that this will often mean that non-parents’ fair shares will differ from those supposed by
the Standard View and may be much less than an equal share of the total. As well as defending this
specific conclusion, I have made theoretical and conceptual contributions that are important for
addressing this and other aspects of the costs of children in the future, including sketching likely
future conditions when the extent of sharing will increase.

It does not follow from my argument that there is no justification for the welfare state or
generous provision for meeting the entitlements of childcare. We almost certainly do have second-
order duties to support these parents if, due to injustice in the distribution of benefits and burdens,
they cannot do so themselves. And there may be other arguments for first-order duties to share the
costs of children. What my argument shows is that the fair play principle is limited in what it can
support in this regard, even if it is sound.

Acknowledgements. I am grateful to audiences at the ‘Family Justice seminar series’, Universitat Pompeu Fabra, Barcelona;
the workshop on Economic Justice at Dartmouth College, USA; research seminar, University College London; the Nuffield
Political Theory Workshop, University of Oxford; Philosophy Departmental Colloquium, University of Victoria; MANCEPT
research seminar, University of Manchester; CELPA research seminar, University of Warwick. I am particularly grateful to
Louis-Philippe Hodgson for providing a very helpful response to my article at Dartmouth, and to Stuart White, Hillel Steiner,
Matthew Clayton, and Isa Trifan for their comments and helpful discussions on an early draft. I would like to thank Jonny
Benson, Paul Bou-Habib, and Dan Halliday for their general advice and support and three anonymous reviewers for the
British Journal of Political Science.

Financial support. None.

Competing interests. None

19An example of an alternative argument for cost-sharing that appeals to hypothetical insurance is developed in Bou-Habib
2013.

British Journal of Political Science 11

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123424000905 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123424000905


References
BBC (2023) ‘Two-child benefit cap: Keir Starmer to face challenge from Labour policy body’. Available from https://www.bbc.

co.uk/news/uk-politics-66231718 accessed: 1.11.23.
Bhattacharjee NV et al. (2024) Global fertility in 204 countries and territories, 1950–2021, with forecasts to 2100:

A comprehensive demographic analysis for the Global Burden of Disease Study 2021. The Lancet 403, 2057–2099
Blanc S and Meijers T (2020) Firms and parental justice: should firms contribute to the cost of parenthood and procreation?

Economics & Philosophy 36, 1–27.
Bou-Habib P (2013) Parental subsidies: The argument from insurance. Politics, Philosophy & Economics 12, 197–216.
Bou-Habib P (2019) The case for replacement migration. Journal of Political Philosophy 27, 67–86.
Bou-Habib P and Olsaretti S (2023) Children or migrants as public goods? Political Studies, DOI: 10.1177/

00323217231199556, accessed: 1.11.23.
Casal P (1999) Environmentalism, procreation, and the principle of fairness. Public Affairs Quarterly 13, 363–376.
Casal P and Williams A (1995) Rights, equality and procreation. Analyse & Kritik 17, 93–116.
Clayton MG (2006) Justice and Legitimacy in Upbringing. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Duus-Otterström G (2021) Fair-play obligations and distributive injustice. European Journal of Political Theory 20: 167–186.
Education Data Initiative (2023) US Public Education Spending Statistics. Available from: https://educationdata.org/public-

education-spending-statistics accessed: 1.11.23.
Folbre N (1994) Children as public goods. The American Economic Review 84, 86–90
Gheaus A (2013) Care drain as an issue of global gender justice. Ethical Perspectives 20, 61–80.
Glasgow Live (2023) Glasgow Council Calls for Two Child Benefit Cap to be Scrapped. Available from: https://www.glasgowli

ve.co.uk/news/glasgow-news/glasgow-council-calls-two-child-28012513 accessed: 1.11.23.
Hart HLA (1984[1955]) Are there any natural rights? In J. Waldron (ed.), Theories of Rights. Oxford: Oxford University Press,

pp. 77–90.
Klosko G (1987) Presumptive benefit, fairness, and political obligation. Philosophy & Public Affairs 241–259.
Magnusson E (2018) Parental justice and the kids pay view. Ethical Theory and Moral Practice 21, 963–977.
Miller D and Taylor I (2018) Public goods. In Olsaretti S (ed.) The Oxford Handbook of Distributive Justice. Oxford: Oxford

University Press, pp. 556–575.
Oberman K (2013) Can brain drain justify immigration restrictions? Ethics 123, 427–455.
Office for Budget Responsibility (2023) Welfare spending: Child benefit. Available from: https://obr.uk/forecasts-in-depth/

tax-by-tax-spend-by-spend/welfare-spending-child-benefit/ accessed 1.11.23.
Olsaretti S (2013) Children as public goods? Philosophy & Public Affairs 41, 226–258.
Olsaretti S (2017) Children as negative externalities? Politics, Philosophy & Economics 16, 152–173.
Rakowski E (1993) Equal Justice. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Roser M (2014) Fertility Rate. Available from: https://ourworldindata.org/fertility-rate accessed: 1.11.23.
Save the Children (2023) Scrapping the two-child limit is the most cost-effective way of reducing child poverty. Available

from: https://www.savethechildren.org.uk/blogs/2023/scrapping-the-two-child-limit-is-the-most-cost-effective-way-of- accessed:
1.11.23.

Steiner H (2022) Ancestors and descendants. Journal of Applied Philosophy, DOI: doi.org/10.1111/japp.12607 accessed
1.11.23.

Steiner H and Vallentyne P (2009) Libertarian theories of intergenerational justice. In Gossaries A and Meyer L (eds.)
Intergenerational Justice. Oxford University Press.

Tomlin P (2015) Should kids pay their own way? Political Studies 63, 663–678.
Trifan I (2020) What makes free riding wrongful? The shared preference view of fair play. The Journal of Political Philosophy

28, 158–180.
UK Government Statistics Service (2023) School Funding statistics financial year 2022–23. Available from: https://explore-

education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-funding-statistics accessed: 1.11.23.
US Department of the Treasury (2022) Child Tax Credit. Available from https://home.treasury.gov/policy-issues/coronaviru

s/assistance-for-american-families-and-workers/child-tax-credit accessed: 1.11.23.

Cite this article: Shields L (2025) Children as Public Goods: At What Cost? British Journal of Political Science. https://doi.org/
10.1017/S0007123424000905

12 Liam Shields

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123424000905 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-66231718
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-politics-66231718
https://doi.org/10.1177/00323217231199556
https://doi.org/10.1177/00323217231199556
https://educationdata.org/public-education-spending-statistics
https://educationdata.org/public-education-spending-statistics
https://www.glasgowlive.co.uk/news/glasgow-news/glasgow-council-calls-two-child-28012513
https://www.glasgowlive.co.uk/news/glasgow-news/glasgow-council-calls-two-child-28012513
https://obr.uk/forecasts-in-depth/tax-by-tax-spend-by-spend/welfare-spending-child-benefit/
https://obr.uk/forecasts-in-depth/tax-by-tax-spend-by-spend/welfare-spending-child-benefit/
https://ourworldindata.org/fertility-rate
https://www.savethechildren.org.uk/blogs/2023/scrapping-the-two-child-limit-is-the-most-cost-effective-way-of-
https://doi.org/doi.org/10.1111/japp.12607
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-funding-statistics
https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/school-funding-statistics
https://home.treasury.gov/policy-issues/coronavirus/assistance-for-american-families-and-workers/child-tax-credit
https://home.treasury.gov/policy-issues/coronavirus/assistance-for-american-families-and-workers/child-tax-credit
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123424000905
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123424000905
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007123424000905

	Children as Public Goods: At What Cost?
	I Introduction
	II Children as Public Goods
	III The Ambiguity of the Fair Play Principle
	IV Which Entitlements?
	V At What Cost?
	VI Upshot
	VII Conclusion
	References


