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Abstract: Unemployment brings economic, psychological, and social hardship to individuals and their community. Common policies to combat unemployment include the promotion of economic growth and training, but a less common policy focuses on the right to work. This policy proposal decouples the goals of economic growth and full employment, and allows willing individuals to work in order to maintain their morale and employability while participating in socially beneficial activities. Since the 1990s, debates regarding the right to work have been revived. Critics have been wide ranging and the paper evaluates some of them by going back to the New Deal work programs. The paper shows that some of these critics are warranted while others are not. The paper concludes that Job Guarantee can provide significant benefits as long as it is organized around a vision of labor as a fulfilling and rewarding activity. However, this vision is almost certain to clash with existing labor market structures and dominant political interests. As a consequence, if put in place, Job Guarantee may be organized as a minimalist, make-work, low-wage program and that would be a mistake.
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Introduction
The idea of establishing a government program that guarantees the right to work almost became a reality in the United States with the 1945 full employment bill (Santoni 1986). This idea was reconsidered by Minsky (1965) and further developed by Wray (1998), Muysken  and Mitchell (2008) and Harvey (1989, 2000). These authors have argued that a Job Guarantee program (JG) would not only help to solve socio-economic problems caused by unemployment, but also promote output-price stability and social equity.
According to its most recent proponents, the JG would be mostly federally funded but decentralized in its implementation by letting sponsors (states, localities, non-profit organizations, and others) propose projects to employ people from the JG pool. JG would pay a wage that would be adjusted upward from time to time. Proponents want this wage to be a living wage. JG would complement existing strategies that deal with unemployment through retraining and economic growth.
By hiring anybody willing to work at a given wage, the government is implementing a buffer stock policy for labor in the same way it does for bank reserves or agricultural commodities. This will help to stabilize the price of labor because the JG wage would set the base wage in the same way the fed funds rate is the base rate for all other interest rates. In addition, as long as the buffer employment ratio (JG enrollees divided by total employment) is large enough, the demand for labor should find what it needs in the JG pool, which would reinforce the stabilizing impact of the JG wage on other wages. By stabilizing the price of labor, the JG would help to dampen cost-push inflation and deflation. By moving automatically government spending in a countercyclical manner, the JG would dampen demand-led inflation and deflation.
Since the JG has been studied more carefully, a number of mostly skeptical evaluations have been done by Sawyer (2003), Kadmos and O’Hara (2000), and Aspromougors (2000), King (2000), and Seccarecia (2004). In relation to the New Deal work programs, Jensen (1989) and Margo (2001) made similar critiques that broadly range from the limited capacity to deal with structural unemployment and labor market distortions, to high cost and inflationary tendencies. 
Probably the most common critique is that JG is not able to deal with structural unemployment. Solving structural unemployment requires retraining but the JG either does not provide training, or there are limited learning opportunities on the job because most JG occupations would involve low or common skills. Worse, the JG may worsen skills by assigning individuals to tasks that do not fit their skills. 
In terms of market distortions, the JG likely would compete with existing public and private sector activities unless it is involved in a very narrow set of activities with limited relevance. In addition, JG may decrease the supply of work to the private sector because JG workers may have fewer incentives to look for private jobs if the JG provides better working conditions. Finally, like the New Deal work programs, the JG is likely to have a bad reputation and so to send a negative signal to potential employers.
JG critics are skeptical of the cost estimates provided by JG proponents and argue that the benefits produced would not match the cost. The administrative cost of the JG would be substantial and would require a massive reorganization of the current government administration in charge of helping the unemployed. Not only would the cost of the JG be higher than estimated, but also the benefits would be limited because of the limited usefulness of the JG activities. The private or public sectors already cover most of the useful activities.
Finally, JG critics think that the claims about the stabilizing effects of the JG are overstated or not accurate. Some authors argue that the JG would create additional demand while putting the economy at full employment, thereby leading to the same demand-pull inflation as in the typical Keynesian fiscal policy. Others have doubted the capacity of the buffer program to stabilize wages significantly because, contrary to agricultural commodities or bank reserves, labor is not a homogenous commodity. In addition, the level at which the JG wage is set is important to determine the cost, benefits, and potential inflationary dynamics, and JG proponents have not spent enough time looking at this issue carefully. 
Mitchell and Wray (2005), Forstater (2005), Tcherneva and Wray (2005), Muysken and Mitchell (2008), and Harvey (1989, 2000) provide a counter-critique to some these different points. This paper aims at evaluating some of the critiques by putting them in the context of the 1930s work program. While not being a JG in the way envisaged by its proponents, the work programs of the 1930s are the closest policy experiment in the United States. The challenges and successes of the programs show that some of the critiques of the JG are relevant while others are not, and they provide some insights into the proper ways of implementing a JG. The first part presents briefly the New Deal work programs. The second part focuses on the achievements of the program. The third part discusses some of the main challenges. The fourth part concludes by drawing some lessons from the New Deal work programs.

The 1930s Work Programs
Before 1932, most relief came in the form of in-kind or income relief. Work relief had always been marginal and had more to do with “work-test” activities (working on a wood pile, raking leaves, etc.) that were supposed to show willingness to work and so justified assistance. This minimalist approach to work relief started to change in the middle of 1932 when states took the initiative to organize more meaningful employment opportunities. By January 1933, several State Emergency Relief Administrations supervised the employment of 1.5 to 2 million individuals (Figure 1). From the middle of 1933, the federal government helped states through the Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA) that usually allocated 30 to 40 percent of its funds to work relief unless New Deal work programs were large enough. Still, the quality and meaningfulness of the work done was uneven because of the lack of organization and funding (Schwartz 1984, 32).
With Roosevelt’s New Deal, the federal government progressively took over the task of selecting, funding, and supervising projects. States and localities only acted as sponsors of potential projects submitted for approval to the federal government and were in charge of covering most of the non-labor cost. The state and federal work programs employed on average 2.7 million individuals each month with a peak employment level over 4.5 million individuals (Figure 1). Employment in work programs fluctuated a great deal. This was partly due to changing economic conditions, but also had much to do with the political context and the way the New Deal programs were set up as explained later. 

FIGURE 1 HERE
Figure 1. Average Number of Persons Employed in the Federal and State Work Programs: January 1933-June 1943 (Thousands)
Sources: Bureau of Public Assistance (1943a, 1943b), Federal Works Agency (1941, 1942, 1947), Federal Security Agency (1944), Civilian Conservation Corps (1944), Emergency Conservation Work (1935), Works Progress Administration (1939). The data does not include administrative employees.
Note: CWA is the Civil Works Administration, WPA is the Work Projects Administration, NYA is the National Youth Administration, CCC is the Civilian Conservation Corps, PWA is the Public Works Administration, and GRP stands for the General Relief Work Programs implemented by the State Emergency Relief Administrations with the financial help of the FERA from July 1933 (includes the Emergency Work Relief program implemented by FERA form April 1934 to July 1935).

The New Deal work programs performed a wide range of economic activities. Figure 2 shows the distribution of activities for the NYA, the CWA, the WPA, the EWR, and the CCC. Except for the NYA and the CCC, the building of transportation infrastructures was a significant part of their activities. The construction and improvement of public buildings, water-related infrastructures (sanitation, irrigation, flood prevention, among others), and recreational facilities was also a major part of the activities of the different programs. The programs implemented projects that fit the needs of different skills and different qualifications, from youth with no diploma to college graduates, from technical activities to intellectual activities. The NYA involved many more white-collar activities than the other programs, and was more geared toward training; all other work programs only had marginal, or no, training component. The CCC employed about half of its enrollees for the protection and improvement of forests, soil conservation was the second biggest type of work at the CCC (Salmon 1967, 121ff.)

FIGURE 2 HERE
Figure 2. Distribution of the activities performed by some federal work programs
Source: see Figure 1
Note: NYA figures based on distribution of enrollees, WPA, CWA, EWR, and CCC figures based on expenditures. For the NYA, services include such activities as, library services, home services, school lunch preparation, and hospital assistance. Production projects include such things as sewing, metal working, and woodworking.


Finally, in terms of the operating cost of the work programs, the main cost was the earnings of enrollees (Figure 3). This is not surprising because work programs were deliberately labor-intensive programs. They represented around 1.6 percent of GNP with a peak at almost 5 percent with the implementation of CWA and 3 percent with the WPA. To the labor cost, one must add administrative costs (including the cost of on-site supervisors) and other non-labor costs (raw materials and machines) in order to get total expenses. The main difference between earnings and total expenses comes from the EWR, the WPA and the CWA. The total cost reached on average 2.2 percent of GNP for the period 1933-1943, with a maximum of 6 percent during the time of the CWA and almost 4 percent during the time of the WPA. By rearranging the data according to the level of unemployment rate, one observes an increasing average cost except for rates over 20 percent when the work programs were still in their infancy (1932-1933) (Figure 4). The average cost was at most 3 percent of GNP and was at 1 percent of GNP for the average range of unemployment rates in the post-war U.S. 

FIGURE 3 HERE
Figure 3. Cost of Work programs, Percent of GNP.
Sources: See Figure 1, Gordon (1986)
Note: Author’s Calculation. PWA and other programs only include earnings data because other data is not available.

FIGURE 4 HERE
Figure 4. Unemployment rate and cost of work relief, percent.
Source: see Figure 5. Author’s calculations.

Achievements of 1930s Work Programs
While a lot of emphasis is usually put on the significant or insignificant impact of work programs on the recovery (e.g., Cole and Ohanian 2004; Romer 1992; Fishback et al. 2005; De Long and Summers 1988), they had a beneficial economic impact through other channels. In our opinion, they did help to bring the US economy out of the Great Depression, but they also contributed to the long-term performance of the economy through the construction of infrastructure (Fields 2011), and the maintenance and improvement of the health and morale of the labor force. 
In terms of promoting economic recovery, preliminary evidence shows that when work programs were put in place in the middle of 1932 and expended in 1933, the economy immediately stopped freefalling and started its long ascend. Traditionally, public works were implemented by states and localities that have a highly procyclical budget, but public works became countercyclical with the federally funded work programs. The simulative effect of the work programs was strong. For example, the Bureau of Labor Statistics estimates that, for the PWA, “for every 2 hours of work created at the construction site of a local project, 5 hours of work were generated in factories, plants, and mills manufacturing materials, and on transportation lines shipping the supplies to the site” (Public Works Administration 1939, 28). Figure 5 shows that the unemployment rate dropped from 27 percent in April 1933 to 12 percent in July 1937. If one counts relief workers as employed instead of unemployed (as they are in official unemployment data), the unemployment rate dropped to almost 6 percent in May 1937. 
Leaving aside work relief jobs, the decline in the unemployment rate was due to the growing availability employment in the public and private sectors. Relative to its peak in August 1929, the economy lost 10 million jobs and did not record any sustainable gain until Week 45 which occurred in May 1933 (Figure 6). While private employment did not regain all the jobs lost until December 1940 because of the 1937 recession, the gains were significant and mostly continuous. Again, if one includes work relief enrollees in the employed category, the picture of the benefits of the work programs in terms of recovery is compelling. By Week 78 (December 1935), only two and a half years after the implementation of the New Deal work programs, all 10 million jobs had been regained. 
This sustained increase in employment was accompanied by strong economic growth (Figure 7). Prior to the Great Depression, the average growth rate of real GNP during an expansion is 6.13 percent, and the 1933 and 1938 expansions recorded a respective average growth rate of 8.77 and 10.63 percent (6.4 percent prior to 1941). While government expenditures contributed to this growth, private domestic investment and consumption were the main contributors to economic growth until 1941. Prior to that year, and excluding 1937, the contribution of the federal government to economic growth was on average 10 percent of GDP from 1933 (Figure 8). 
Thus, while the U.S. economy did not permanently return to its 1929 peak employment and output level (or its pre-1929 trend) until the 1940s, the improvements recorded over the 1930s because of the New Deal work programs were significant and the economy did recover quite well in terms of economic growth and employment gains relative to 1933.

FIGURE 5 HERE
Figure 5. Unemployment Rate: 1929-1943. Seasonally Adjusted
Sources: Figure 1, Tymoigne (2013).
Note: Employment data includes author’s estimates of monthly agricultural employment. Annual averages of the unemployment rate could be checked with existing Census data and yielded an average difference of 0.41 percentage point with a standard deviation of 0.60 percentage point.

FIGURE 6 HERE
Figure 6. Difference between peak employment level and actual employment level in the 1930s
Sources: Figures 1 and 5.

FIGURE 7 HERE
Figure 7. Average Annualized Quarterly Growth Rate of Real GNP during period of Expansions
Sources: NBER, Gordon (1983), BEA.
Note: Years refers to trough year, average growth rates were calculated for the entire period of expansion.

FIGURE 8 HERE
Figure 8. Real GDP Growth and Its Contributors
Source: BEA.

Beyond the positive impact on stabilizing and stimulating the economy, the most visible accomplishments of the work programs are the physical accomplishments; many of them can still be appreciated today. It is hard to claim that the JG will not provide anything useful. Looking through the different reports, one can conclude that transportation was massively improved with about a million miles of roads, streets and highways, hundreds of thousands of bridges and viaducts, and thousands of airports constructed or improved. Millions of individuals gained access to water supply, sanitation, electricity, and recreational activities. Millions of families received some help in terms of housekeeping, provision of clothing and food, and other welfare benefits without which the effect of poverty would have been far worse. The work programs were also major means to deal with the environmental problems of the time:
The federal government had also to cope with scars of a very different kind, the disfiguring marks which three generations of waste and ill-usage had left on the American landscape. Forests had once covered 800,000,000 acres of the continental United States, but by 1933 there were a mere 100,000,000 acres of virgin timber left. […] Moreover, wanton forest destruction had compounded the crucial problem of soil erosion. Each year water washed three billion tons of the best soil away from American fields and pastures, and wind accounted for a like amount. Indeed, by 1934, more than 300,000,000 acres—a sixth of the continent—had gone, or was going. Deserts of dust were replacing the grasslands of the Great Plains, the once verdant Texas hills had become stunted tufts, as erosion galloped through the land. (Salmond 1967, 4)
Through irrigation control, soil control, and environmental preservation that involved the plantation of almost two hundred million trees, thousands of miles of irrigation systems, and thousands of acres of eradication of insects and invasive plants, the New Deal contributed to the tackling of the environmental issues of the time. 
Another crucial benefit of the work programs was the overall positive impact on the quality of the labor force. The work programs contributed to the mental and physical health of millions of individuals—both participants and recipients of goods and services produced by the programs. The programs also helped individuals to maintain their work habit and morale—and so productivity—and, to a certain extent, they helped some of participants to preserve, or to gain, skills. Students who graduated from schools and universities were able to put their knowledge to use, individuals were allowed to use their skills and to pass their knowledge to others, and unskilled individuals became more employable. 
The National Resources Planning Board estimated the impact on the productivity of workers through an analysis of completed projects:
A sample study of the quality of performance of over 1,400 skilled workers in 1937, and of the quantity of output of over 1,200 such workers, rated more than three-fourths of the group as passable or better on the basis of both the quantity and quality of the work completed. Nearly 40 percent were rated “excellent” as to quality; almost 30 percent were so rated as to quantity. Only 9 percent and 8 percent respectively were rated as definitely inferior by both criteria. (National Resources Planning Board 1942, 247)
Other surveys also find that, while some projects were considered “shoddy” and “poor,” most of them were at least considered fairly satisfactory. The National Resources Planning Board (1942, 249) also found that, overall, morale was improved dramatically once people moved from income relief to work relief. However, a decline in morale was observed if skills degraded and if the wage earned was too low to fulfill the needs of the family of the enrollees. This was truer for white-collar individuals who tended to delay as much as possible their reliance on government help and regarded this reliance as a personal failure (Schwartz 1984, 129). In addition, some white collars did have more difficulty finding tasks that matched their skills and were stuck in low-paid unsatisfactory activities. This brings us to the challenges faced by the work programs.

Challenges of the 1930s Work Programs
While the benefits of the work programs were undeniable, the programs also faced economic and political challenges in terms of organization and implementation. We will only briefly mention the political challenges. The main economic challenges came in the form of providing meaningful training and tasks adapted to the skills of individuals, avoiding labor market distortions, establishing an administrative and managerial structure that was able to deal with work relief effectively, determining what wages to pay enrollees while dealing with a pool of laborers with a below average productivity, and preserving the reputation of the work programs to limit negative signaling to potential employers. Administrators of the programs were able to deal with some of these challenges more effectively than with others.
The administrative problems provide a good entry point into the main economic challenges faced by the work programs. While the federal work programs did improve the relevance of the projects undertaken, they were always considered emergency programs. This state of mind led to a lack of planning and a lack of accountability with comprehensive reports not published until the early 1940s, almost a decade after the implementation of federal work relief. As a consequence, there was sometimes a failure to detect problems early and to learn from successes, and this adversely affected the effectiveness of the programs (Macmahon et al. 1941):
It has also been demonstrated that a series of “emergency” programs of public works construction may be self-defeating in achieving the aim of employment stabilization. Throughout the entire period discussed, there was no definitely continuing policy to guide the planners and administrators of Federal, State, or local governments. Each program was set up as if it were the last. The consequence was a sort of “dead line” type of administration, with projects chosen for prosecution in accordance with their degree of readiness and the quickness with which they would put great numbers of men to work, rather than in accordance with the urgency of demand for the improvement being undertaken. When these two criteria worked together, important and socially valuable community improvements resulted; when they conflicted, community value had to take second place. (National Resources Planning Board 1941, 18)
The lack of planning and the rush with which programs were implemented also led to unintended waste of manpower into economic activities with little relevance (Schwartz 1984, 44ff.). Overtime the administration of programs improved through learning by doing. The PWA and CWA administrators quickly understood the importance of requiring a detailed presentation of projects to determine usefulness, feasibility and cost, of putting in place work-safety standards, and of auditing expenditures to control for fraud and waste (Public Works Administration 1939; Schwartz 1984, 57ff.). The WPA followed the same procedures. 
Political struggles surrounding annual appropriations also affected the effectiveness of the work programs. The Treasury Department was always concerned about fiscal deficits, so WPA administrators had to juggle carefully with the political state of affairs. They usually asked for substantially less money than needed to operate the WPA properly. This implied that not all individuals who could qualify for work relief obtained it, because the number of jobs and eligibility requirements fluctuated in function of the funding available. The National Resources Planning Board estimates that, between 1938 and 1941, 600,000 to 1,330,000 individuals qualified for WPA work but did not get it (National Resources Planning Board 1942: 238; Macmahon et al. 1941). In addition, eligibility to WPA was based on need but need was left to be defined by states and localities. Thus, need turned out to be influenced partly by availability of funds (both federal and local) and the less funds the more severe need was defined. In practice, one had to wait to be reduced to pauperism before being eligible for employment (National Resources Planning Board 1942, 178). Other political challenges included the presence of political favoritism in terms of allocation of funds, timing of expenditures and choice of program managers (Anderson and Tollison 1991; Schwartz 1984; Newman et al. 2010), influences by some unions and business representatives to water down the benefits of enrollees, frauds, states unwilling to apply federal labor standards, among others. 
Turning to issues surrounding the labor force in the work programs, the unemployment, age and skill characteristics of most individuals meant that they had a relatively lower productivity, and the focus on labor-intensive techniques of production further hindered productivity gains. It was important to have an unawareness of this issue to make sure to organize projects in such a way that the quality of the project was satisfying, their completion was as quick as possible and the overall cost of production was contained. The issue of labor productivity was all the more important that there was a willingness to pay a decent wage. The work programs dealt with the productivity issues and cost control through detailed reviews of projects, requests of a detailed schedule of accomplishments, and the performance of some quality control in the form of questionnaires send to the sponsors of the projects. 
Two straightforward means to improve labor productivity are to train individuals and to make sure that existing skills are used properly. None of them were used well in the work programs. In fact, it was not infrequent for enrollees to lose skills as they could not apply what they knew and were put in activities that were below their skill level. Data for the WPA shows that there was a major discrepancy between skills and tasks available (Table 1). Unskilled individuals represented only a quarter of the WPA enrollees and almost half of enrollees were previously employed in skilled or semi-skilled activities. However a significant majority of WPA enrollees (63.4 percent) were involved in unskilled tasks. 

TABLE 1 HERE
Table 1. Distribution of WPA enrollees according to their WPA wage class and their previous wage class.
Source: National Resources Planning Board (1942, 245) 

In addition, training and education were considered an afterthought in most programs. This was the case for the WPA until 1940, when war preparation required an improvement in the skills of available individuals. At the CCC, academic education was purely voluntary. Vocational training was conditional to the availability of equipment and supervisors, and to the willingness of the camp administrator to devote time to this activity. Beyond the organization of the programs, political pressures from labor unions also contributed to the lack of a training component. Unions were afraid that trained enrollees would compete with workers in the private sector and press down wages (Salmond 1967; Schwartz 1984).
This brings us to the issue of the determination of the monthly earning, which involved setting the minimum and maximum hourly wage rate and the maximum weekly work hours. There was a clear understanding among administrators that monthly earnings should not be set too high to maintain the profitability of private businesses, and to give an incentive to enrollees to take private jobs; but there was also a willingness to pay a decent income and to set a minimum standard that the public and private sectors ought to meet in order to push for better working conditions across the U.S. The satisfaction of these two criteria never got resolved and each program tried to achieve them differently. As much as possible, work programs tried to pay at least the prevailing wage rate (“the rate earned by a majority of employees in a given occupation in a given locality”) but it did not always fit in the range set by each program. If the prevailing wage rate was below the minimum set by a work program, enrollees ended up earning more than their counterparty in the private sector; if the prevailing wage was above the maximum set by a work program, the number of hours worked were reduced to make sure not to pay more than the maximum monthly earning. One of the main difficult was that the wage standard the federal government was trying to impose had to accommodate significantly different wage structures across the US that had widen because of the Great Depression and, to a lesser extent, because of other New Deal policies (Alston and Hatton 1991). 
FERA determined the number of hours an individual could work based on a means test determined by a detailed analysis of a family’s budgetary deficiency relative to an estimated minimum subsistence monthly wage. This detailed analysis was performed frequently by a social worker assigned to the family, and the aid provided varied greatly overtime as “only a small change in a family’s resources often was sufficient to change its eligibility for aid” (Federal Work Agency 1942, 29). The New Deal programs sought to move away from a subsistence approach to solving unemployment:
[They] sought to lift jobless from demeaning investigations, weekly handouts of powdered milk, surplus flower, and subsistence checks, and meaningless made work designed just to keep the idle moving. Instead the jobless would sign up at local employment offices, have their application processed like those in any private industry according to skill and training, work on economically and socially desirable projects, and get paid decent weekly wages. (Schwartz 1984, 70)
The CCC paid $30 a month to all enrollees for the entire decade (most of it went to their families) (Salmond 1967, 169). The PWA and WPA set monthly earning according to skills and regions with some adjustments possible to account for local peculiarities. 
In terms of wages and hours, the PWA paid the prevailing wage rate unless it was below the minimum wage standards set by the National Recovery Administration (NRA). As long as it received funding from the PWA, the CWA followed the same wage rate practice but cut the weekly hours because of complaints from the business community that the monthly wage was too high (Schwartz 1984). Ultimately, under pressures of the business community, the CWA followed FERA’s minimum wage schedule that were much lower than NRA standards. In the case of the WPA, under pressures from unions that were afraid that not paying the prevailing wage rate would lead to a downward pressure on private wage rates, hourly wages were first set at the prevailing hourly wage for each skill level. This implied that, given that the maximum monthly earning was fixed, hours worked had to fluctuate greatly with skilled workers working far less than unskilled workers. This greatly hindered the efficiency of the WPA projects because they had to be slowed, or even stopped, until skilled workers could work again. Ultimately, most labor unions came on the side of not paying the prevailing hourly wage:
The “prevailing rate” policy of the WPA had been strongly backed by the traded union. But after that policy was put into effect, there was frequent complaint that those WPA workers who had short working hours were using their free time to perform skilled work in competition with workers outside the WPA. For this reason the members of skilled trade unions very generally acquiesced in the 1939 change in the WPA policy on wages and hours. The members of some unions, however, protested the change. In the WPA, the change did not affect the hours of the majority of project workers, since they were unskilled and were already working 130 hours a month. […] The new policy, however, was soon generally accepted both within the WPA and in trade union opinion outside. The existent prevailing rates in private industry were not lowered by the abandonment of the "prevailing rate" policy in the WPA; and the efficiency of WPA project operations was greatly increased by the establishment of uniform monthly hours of work for all occupational groups. (Federal Works Agency 1947, 25)
While the efficiency of projects improved, the WPA monthly wage was usually too low to meet the monthly “emergency budget” calculated by the National Resources Planning Board. Individuals involved in unskilled tasks (as shown earlier this did not mean individuals were unskilled) only earned about 65 to 70 percent of the emergency budget, while those involved in tasks requiring intermediate skills earned about 85 percent of the emergency budget (Table 2). Only workers involved in skilled tasks (19 percent of enrollees) earned enough to afford the emergency budget. The inadequacy of the WPA monthly wage was reinforced by the fact that the emergency budget was calculated on the basis of a family of four, but 47 percent of enrollees had more than four persons in their family (National Resources Planning Board 1942, 178).

TABLE 2 HERE
Table 2. Average full time monthly wages of WPA workers as a percentage of the emergency budget, June 1940.
Source: National Resources Planning Board (1942, Table 27). Author’s Calculations.
Note: Column (1) represents the percentage of workers in the WPA, and column (2) is the wage earned as a percentage of the emergency budget. Average based on major cities rather than the full number of WPA workers. Employees classified as “Unskilled B” are involved in “work of a simple nature requiring little education or training and which does not involve hazards or heavy physical labor.” (Ibid. 176)

Turning to labor market distortions broader than mere wage setting, one of the central goals of the New Deal work programs was to employ individuals with minimal disruptions on the rest of the economy. That meant not competing with private businesses and not infringing on the activities performed by public employees. In terms of competition with the private sector, one adverse impact came from the unwillingness of some enrollees to take a job offer. One of the reasons was that private jobs paid less, another reason was that work programs sometimes provided more stability in terms of length of employment. All these was especially true for unskilled individuals in agricultural states (National Resources Planning Board 1942, 352):
The major complaints of labor shortages for which the WPA has been allegedly responsible have come from the South, and in other sections of the country from employers of agricultural workers or domestic servants, and from employers of seasonal labor. It is significant that no important shortages of experienced workers in manufacturing have been ascribed to the Work Projects Administration. […] On the basis of a six-day work week, the farm laborer would on the average have to work nearly twice as many hours during the month as the WPA worker to earn a given wage. […] In view of the low wages, extreme insecurity, and frequently arduous working conditions found in agriculture, qualified workers have often preferred to remain in WPA employment. (Ibid., 350-351)
In addition, in the South, the New Deal programs clashed with the paternalistic system (Alston and Ferrie 1985, 1993). Administrators tried to cope with some of these problems by dismissing workers who refused private employments, shutting down projects during seasonal farming activities, assuring individuals that they could come back to their work relief position once their private job would be over. All these measures had limits in terms of promoting a flexible supply of labor for the private sector (National Resources Planning Board 1942, 349; Howard 1943). 
Contemporaneous estimates of the adverse impact of the work programs on private employment range from nil to positive. Neumann et al. (2010) find a negative impact on private sector jobs from the WPA (for every job month created by the WPA 0.6 to 1.3 job months were lost in the private sector) but not the CWA. They also find a positive impact on private employment earnings. On the other hand, Bernanke (1986) and Wallis and Benjamin find no negative impact on private employment and monthly private earning, even without accounting for the positive impact of the work programs on business sales (Fishback et al. 2005). These mixed results can be explained partly by the fact that work programs were explicitly forbidden to compete with the private sector. No such constraint existed on the public sector where this “crowding out” problem seems to have been more pronounced: 
Many public administrators are becoming increasingly concerned with the tendency to discharge regular public responsibilities through work relief project employees. In many communities such projects have been established to accomplish much of the stenographic and filing work of public offices. In other communities relief workers run the elevators and do maintenance work in public buildings […] It should be recognized therefore that in most communities the local work projects are in effect displacing regular public or private employment. (American Public Welfare Association in National Resource Planning Board (1942, 344, n.15)
Some localities did fire some of their employees and rehire them through the work programs (National Resources Planning Board 1942, 344; Schwartz 1984, 220). While not infrequent, this kind of issues does not appear to have been widespread either. The New Deal programs did try as much as possible to avoid this kind of issues by employing individuals in activities that were complementary to the existing public and private activities. The CWA left states and localities work together with representatives of unemployed to determine relevant activities that were needed in the community. 
Finally, the work programs had to deal with a reputation that was not always good among the general population, enrollees and potential private employers. There are several reasons for this that range from the stigma that comes from qualifying for relief, to the bad quality of some projects, to the nature of the labor force involved in work programs, and to problems in terms of enrollment qualifications (illegal discrimination against black and women, inadequate tasks relative skills, low pay, among others). The NYA and CCC quickly lost their stigma that came from relief and, especially the CCC, recorded very high approval rates regardless of political views, but they still had to deal with issues of discrimination against black (Salmond 1967; National Resources Planning Board 1942: 221). The WPA and CWA did generate some negative signaling among employers partly based on the poor achievements in some localities, but also, and more importantly, based on the fact that some enrollees were the least desirable from the point of view of employers:
To a significant degree they consist of older workers, of women, and Negroes, and they have been unemployed for a relatively long period […] These disadvantaged workers will be the last to secure employment and the first to lose it when there is a decrease in business activity. Some of them may even fail to secure employment at all unless a case of extreme labor scarcity is postulated. (National Resource Planning Board 1942, 132)
Some WPA enrollees tried to hide their involvement in the program for fear of not being hired later (Jensen 1989). However, the negative signaling was not general, was not dominant, and decreased over time:
Yet despite the fact that prejudice against the hiring of WPA workers is known to exist among some private employers, there appears to have been a distinct enhancement of the social status of the project worker. This change of attitude has been in no small measure due to an increased appreciation of the value of the work performed, which in turn has reflected a more mature experience of administration and a more careful planning of projects. It is significant that the word "boondoggling" has almost fallen into disuse. (National Resources Planning Board 1942: 250)

Conclusions: Lessons for Today
Labor is not just an economic activity, it is how human beings socialize and develop a sense of accomplishment and involvement in their community. The JG aims are promoting both aspects of labor and cannot be judged purely on its economic merits. At the same time, the economic and social goals of the JG are intertwined because a sense of accomplishment from labor only develops if the activities performed by the JG do improve the economic well-being of the population, if JG enrollees feel that they are able to use their skills to contribute to improve the well-being of their community, and if the monetary compensation is large enough to allow enrollees to meet the basic needs of their family. The capacity of the JG to achieve these goals will depend on its organization and its administrators. If it is organized around of concept of work as a fulfilling activity, instead of make-work, the JG will be a highly beneficial policy that will set standards for working conditions in the public and private sectors. 
This may be done at relatively low cost in terms of expenses for the state and federal governments. The New Deal work programs employed on average only a third of the unemployed and did not pay enough to satisfy the emergency needs of most enrollees, and so the cost was very low. If one estimates how much it would have cost to enroll all the unemployed and to pay them a living wage, the cost to GNP of New Deal work program would have been around 3 to 4 percent of GNP for the average post-war unemployment rate (Tymoigne 2013). Three to four times more than the recorded cost at that unemployment rate, but not an overwhelming amount for the size of the US economy.
A work program needs to involve the community it will impact and to account for the economic interests at play. It also requires administrators and supervisors who are genuinely committed to the cause and have the creativity, flexibility and discipline to manage the program. Engineers, business leaders, and social workers who believed in the benefits of work programs left lucrative occupations to provide their wealth of experiences to improve the effectiveness, accountability and relevance of the activities performed (Schwartz 1984). However, the effort of many individuals will be of limited impact if there is no commitment in Washington, DC to make the JG a permanent policy with its own budget, large and flexible enough to fulfill its goals. Once administrators believe in what they do, the New Deal hints that the administration can be done well and at minimal cost; but one must avoid rushed implementation of the JG and clearly establish usefulness, feasibility and cost, work-safety standards, and means to audit expenditures. Comprehensive reports must be written periodically, not only to get an idea of the composition and size the programs but also to understand the problems and successes of the JG. 
The JG needs to be as decentralized as possible in terms of decision making even though the funding of labor cost would come mostly from the federal government. While some projects can be implemented at the federal level because of their national scale, most suggestions for projects should be left to local sponsors who know their needs best. At the same type, the federal government should provide some relatively uniform standards in terms of nominal wages (adjusted for local cost of living) and benefits, working conditions, and qualification of projects. It is evident that the labor standards will be subject to political tensions and we will go back to that below. Leaving that issue aside, projects should be reviewed by qualified administrators—engineers for infrastructure projects, art directors for art projects, psychologists and pediatricians for childcare, etc.—in order to make sure that a project is not overblown, responses to a need and does so in a correct way, keeps cost in check, avoids employing people just for the sake of employing them, and meets federal work standards. Qualifications should play a central role in the selection of enrollees on a project but that should not prevent people without the skills to participate if they desire. This may first come in the form of observation and vocational training. 
This brings up several issues. First, enrollees should have a voice in the determination of the activities in which they can be employed so that they feel empowered and interested in what they are doing. Second, there are a lot of unfulfilled needs in society that are currently not fulfill well by the private and public sectors—shelter, health, social services, infrastructure, education, the environment, to name a few—and creative thinking must be involved in order to make sure that those needs are satisfied with the JG workforce while limiting disruptions in the labor market. For example, during the 1930s, academic faculty employed thousands of enrollees to help them in their research, which led to better and more extensive research. Eldercare and childcare was provided by enrollees,2 technical work was performed by low-skill individuals under the supervision of skilled individuals. These activities may either complement similar activities performed by the private and public sectors, or provide goods and services provided by these sectors in insufficient quantity (this may include the production of consumer goods for relief purpose). While some activities may today be performed by the public sector through its traditional expenditures, this does not prevent the JG employees to contribute to their production by assisting public employees. The same is true for the private sector and the New Deal programs (via the PWA) did go through private businesses to employ some individuals.
Third, training and education must be a central component of the JG, which proponents have always advocated but was mostly absent from the 1930s work programs. Training is all the more important if private businesses give up on-the-job training. Not only will training and education help to tackle structural unemployment, but they will also improve the productivity and flexibility of the pool of JG enrollees. However, training and education alone are not enough and are a waste if no job is available at the end, so employment availability is a central component of any unemployment policy. By working, individuals will be able to use their skills and improve their productivity. Indeed, while labor productivity is partly determined by the skills and knowledge of an individual, it is also heavily influenced by the capacity to use them.
Fourth, it is crucial to find ways to accommodate existing skills to make sure that each individual is used at full potential and avoid losing skills and morale. The capacity to match skills is crucial because the JG labor force will contain a significant number of individuals with skills and high levels of education even during the best of times. Since 2000, about 16 percent of long-term unemployed have had a college degree (Figure 9). In addition, the training provided in the JG increases the skill level of a given JG pool and so creates a need to find more elaborated tasks to perform. As the work programs show, matching skills is not an easy task even though the experience of the 1930s partly reflects the “emergency” thinking behind the programs. This might be the most difficult task to accomplish in the JG, especially for individuals who will be in the pool on the long-term basis and who needs to learn valuable skills to be employed in the private sector. However, concerns with matching skills with tasks have to be balanced with the fact that most of the most qualified individuals who choose to come in the JG program will not be there for a long time. In that case skill matching is not as important as using these individuals to fulfill social needs (perform “good deeds”) that involve them in completely different activities than their skills. 

FIGURE 9 HERE
Figure 9. Number of individuals with a college degree (bachelor’s or more) who are long-term unemployed (thousands) and their proportion among all long-term unemployed (percent).
Source: BLS (Basic current population survey, Table 39A, unpublished)


While the number of skilled individuals will not be insignificant, the JG has to be prepared to hire from the bottom (older, less experienced, less skilled, less educated, long-term unemployed individuals) and to recognize the implications of that when organizing the program. First and foremost, labor productivity will be lower on average and projects will cost more than their equivalent in the private sector. This is especially true at the beginning of the program when individuals in the pool may have not used their skills and knowledge for an extended period of time, or may have limited skills and knowledge in the first place. While this is a concern, there are ways to compensate partly for lower productivity as shown above. However, the employment of less-productive and less-autonomous individuals may be hindered by the unavailability of supervisors and the JG has to be prepared to deal with situations in which this is the case, or in which not enough skilled individuals are available. At the same time, some screening must be done upstream to make sure that individuals have the physical capability, motivation, and basic knowledge necessary to perform some JG tasks. Otherwise they are better off being send to schools or universities and trained first, or simply put under other government assistances. By doing all this, the reputation of the JG will improve and the employability of the enrollees will increase. At the same time, one must recognize that there will be a permanent pool of  enrollees even in the best of times; the point is to try to find a way to rotate as many people as possible in that pool by improving their employability through work. 
If organized in the previous fashion, the JG will be highly beneficial. It will be a means to improve working conditions across the country as the JG would set the minimum standard. This is not a new activity of governments. They have continuously pushed for improvement in minimum standards in many other socio-economic areas (transportation safety, gas mileage, drugs approval process, etc.). While the JG does aim at avoiding competition with the private and public labor market, one of the goals is also to push businesses to improve working conditions in order to incentivize work-program workers to take a job offer. Rather than seeing it as a market distortion that should be corrected to promote labor supply flexibility, imposing better working conditions is seen as a means to improve the well-being of society. That may mean less private jobs and more JG jobs if the former cannot meet the minimum standards set by JG jobs. 
This brings one last aspect of the JG: the political aspect. Setting the work standards will be at the heart of the political battle surrounding JG as the New Deal experience showed; and the results of this fight will heavily influence the quality of the JG. This is all the more so that these standard may clash with local labor market structures. Proponents have a specific vision of what the JG ought to accomplish and that would require highly determined administrators willing to fight the naysayers and to push the envelope. That may be difficult to do in the current political context—as it was even during the Great Depression—and if a JG is implemented, it might be as a low-wage make-work type of work program. That would be a mistake as the early experience of work relief shows. In that case, there is much more chance for the challenges to be prevalent over the benefits as the relevance of the activities, matching of skills, handling of enrollees, and working conditions will be adversely affected, which will negatively affect the reputation of the programs and so the employability of its participants. 
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Endnotes
1. The author thanks John F. Henry and two referees for their insightful comments.
2. While specialized childcare and eldercare require some specific training, basic care only requires minimal experience and background check. Adults have been taking care of kids and elders of their community for thousands of years.
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