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Have you seen more of your kids recent-
ly? Me too. With the Guilford County 
Schools closing at the weather equiv-
alent of the drop of a hat (4½ days for 
one inch of snow?), the Brod house has 
been full of the sounds of young chil-
dren on weekdays.

If yours is a dual-earner family with 
school-age children, you know the rou-
tine. As soon as snow was in the fore-
cast, my wife and I started our stan-
dard snow-day negotiations. Which of 
us had the more important meeting? 
Which had the more pressing dead-
line? One of us had to be with the kids, 
and that meant one of us wouldn’t be 
getting much work done. Being able 
to work at home alters but ultimately 
doesn’t change the equation.

It wasn’t always thus. Before the 
1970s, dual-earner families were in the 
minority. In the world of “Leave it to 
Beaver,” parents generally didn’t have 
to do the snow-day dance. 

A school closing meant that school-
age children stayed home with the par-
ent who was there anyway (usually the 
mother). If the snow wasn’t horren-
dous, the working parent (usually the 
father) went to work. No productivity 
was lost.

Not so for my wife and me. Regard-
less of how we split the child-care 
duties, whether 50-50 or 75-25, we 
lose half of our aggregate productivity 
on snow days.

Of course there are other reasons 

productivity is lost due to severe win-
ter weather. Businesses close, airports 
shut down, etc. All that lost productiv-
ity can add up. In the first quarter of 
2014, the economy actually shrank at 
an annual rate of 2.1 percent. 

Economists pointed to win-
ter storms, and that was confirmed 
by stronger-than-average catch-up 
growth in the next two quarters. It’s 
possible that we’ll see something sim-
ilar this year.

All this leads me to wonder: Would 
the same bad weather have caused the 
economy to contract in the 1950s? Does 
the greater prevalence of dual-earner 
families today aggravate the economic 
costs of winter? I’ll bet it does.

So far, I haven’t found any research 
that addresses this. But we know that 
winter doesn’t come cheap.

In 2014, according to the Insurance 
Information Institute, 15 percent of all 

property damage due to natural disas-
ters (as well as 43 percent of all deaths) 
resulted from winter weather. Winter’s 
share of such losses was similar in 2013. 
In contrast, during the 10-year period 
1994-2013, winter storms caused just 
6.7 percent of so-called catastrophe 
losses.

The economic cost in terms of low-
er GDP goes beyond property damage. 
One of the biggest factors is income lost 
by hourly workers, who don’t get paid 
if they can’t get to work. Industrial out-
put falls when there are no workers to 
produce the goods. Stores and restau-
rants lose sales when people can’t (or 
won’t) leave their homes. And winter 
weather can wreak havoc on shipping 
and supply chains, from trucking to air 
cargo.

Even if my dual-earner hypothe-
sis is correct, it’s not the only factor 
increasing the economic cost of severe 
winter weather. We know that cli-
mate change is causing more frequent 
extreme-weather events, including 
winter storms. Our aging infrastruc-
ture tends to break down when win-
ter is at its worst, making the econom-
ic losses even larger. Without good 
research, however, we can’t separate 
the dual-earner effect from these oth-
er factors.

The good news is that we appear to 
be done with snow days for this win-
ter. My wife and I will have to find oth-
er things to negotiate about this spring.
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In an open letter that mostly complains about 
the News & Record’s editorial coverage, 
developer and Rhino Times owner Roy 
Carroll offers to buy the daily for $16 million 
and is quickly rejected. Negotiating tip: It’s 
Buffett. Nix the criticism of how he’s running 
things and talk more about the $16 million!

Wake Forest scores national attention 
by booking comedian Stephen Colbert, 
who will take David Letterman’s slot on 
late-night TV later this year, as its spring 
commencement speaker. Could be a 
preview of Colbert sans his faux-Bill 
O’Reilly character.

John Sylvan, inventor of single-serve 
K-cups, says he now regrets the idea 
because they aren’t environmentally 
friendly. Sylvan sold his idea to what is 
now Keurig Green Mountain for $50,000 
in 1997.

National Geographic names Interstate 95 
worst interstate highway in the nation, “a 
grueling, rarely scenic and frequently traffic-
choked road.” Other interstates that go 
through North Carolina — including I-85 and 
I-40 — were middle of the pack. The best? 
I-90, which runs from Boston to Seattle.
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Andrew Brod is a senior research 
fellow in UNCG’s Center for Business 
and Economic Research. Reach him 
at 336-707-6439 or AndrewBrod@
uncg.edu. An archive of his columns is 
available at http://cber.uncg.edu.

WE ASKED
TOBACCO COMPANIES ARE 
FIGHTING A 2006 COURT 
RULING THAT THEY ADMIT IN 
ADS THAT THEY LIED ABOUT 
SMOKING DANGERS. DO YOU 
SIDE WITH THEM?

THIS WEEK’S 
QUESTION
APPLE INC. IS REPORTEDLY 
WORKING ON AN ELECTRIC 
VEHICLE. WOULD YOU BE 
INTRIGUED ENOUGH TO CHECK 
ONE OUT?
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