Educating ‘Workers For
Next To Nothing




What If Your Pay Stub Told You Where Your Taxes Went?

Sarah stared at her paystub with frustration.

Despite working full-time, her take-home pay felt increasingly inadequate against rising
costs.

The stub showed various deductions—federal income tax, state tax, Social Security,
Medicare—but provided no insight into how these funds would be used.

Her taxes disappeared into what felt like a black hole, leaving her wondering what exactly
her hard-earned money accomplished.

This experience is universal for American workers. Every payday, we see money withheld
but receive no information about its ultimate purpose.

We pay into a system without transparency about how our contribution translates into
government services or public goods.

This disconnect fuels mistrust, misinformation, and cynicism about taxation.

Meanwhile, across the Atlantic, French workers experience something remarkably
different. Each time they receive their pay, they also receive clear information about
exactly how their tax euros are being spent.

Here we explore the French paystub system and make the case for implementing a
similar model of transparency in the United States—a simple yet powerful reform that
could transform Americans' relationship with taxation.

The French Paystub: Transparency in Action

When French employees receive their paystubs, they find something absent from
American equivalents: a detailed breakdown showing exactly how the government
allocates their tax contributions.

This feature, implemented nationwide in 2015, provides French citizens with
unprecedented clarity about public spending.

A typical French paystub contains all the information found on American paystubs—gross
pay, various deductions, and net pay—»but adds a crucial element: a section showing the
specific allocation of their tax payments.
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Rather than merely stating how much was deducted, it shows exactly where those euros
go.

This breakdown doesn't just show broad categories. It often includes subcategories and
sometimes even specific programs, providing granular insight into government spending
priorities.

The information appears directly on the paystub—not as a separate document or online
resource that requires additional effort to access.

Marie, a retail worker in Lyon, describes the impact: "Before this system, | resented the
deductions from my paycheck. Now | still don't love paying taxes, but at least | understand
what they accomplish. When | see that my contribution helps fund the healthcare system |
rely on or the schools my children attend, it feels less like money taken from me and more
like my personal investment in services my family uses."

How the System Works

The French paystub transparency system operates with remarkable simplicity despite its
powerful impact.

The government calculates the national budget allocation percentages annually,
determining what portion of tax revenue supports each category of public services. These
calculations reflect actual spending patterns rather than projections, ensuring accuracy.

The labor ministry then creates a standardized template incorporating these percentages.
Employers integrate this template into their payroll systems, which automatically calculate
each employee's specific contribution to each category based on their total tax
withholding.

For instance, if an employee's paycheck shows €500 in total tax withholdings and 24% of
the national budget supports pensions, their paystub indicates that €120 of their taxes
went toward pension systems. Similar calculations appear for each spending category.

The system requires minimal effort from employers. Payroll software providers update
their systems annually with the new percentages, and the calculations happen
automatically alongside regular payroll processing.

Employers simply ensure their software remains current—something they would do
regardless for tax rate changes and other annual updates.
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This approach ensures consistency nationwide. Whether someone works for a
multinational corporation or a small family business, they receive the same transparent
breakdown of their tax contribution.

The standardization also prevents political manipulation of the information, as the
percentages reflect actual government spending rather than projected or idealized
allocations.

The Impact on French Society

Since implementing this transparency system, France has observed several notable
effects on public attitudes and civic engagement.

Tax literacy has increased dramatically.

Prior to the reform, surveys showed that most French citizens had little understanding of
how the government spent tax revenue. Many significantly overestimated spending in
certain areas (such as immigration services) while underestimating spending in others
(such as healthcare).

The paystub system has corrected these misconceptions, giving citizens accurate
information about budget priorities.

Public debate has become more informed. When French politicians propose budget
changes, citizens can now evaluate these proposals against their personal contribution.

A politician proposing to reduce healthcare spending by 3% might face a voter who knows
exactly how many euros they personally contribute to healthcare each month and can
assess whether that reduction seems reasonable.

Employee satisfaction has improved in unexpected ways. Human resource managers
report that transparent paystubs actually reduce complaints about taxation.

"When employees understand what their money accomplishes, they feel less like taxation
is arbitrary or wasteful," explains Jean Dupont, a payroll manager at a manufacturing
company. "They might still wish taxes were lower, but the conversation shifts from "Why
am | paying so much?' to 'ls this the right allocation of my contribution?"

Perhaps most significantly, the system has reinforced the connection between citizenship
and taxation.
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French workers now experience a more direct relationship between their work and the
public services they receive.

The abstract concept of taxation becomes concrete when citizens can see exactly how
many euros from their monthly paycheck support local schools, road maintenance, or
military defense.

The American Opportunity
The United States stands at a critical juncture in its relationship with taxation.

Trust in government remains near historic lows, with many Americans questioning
whether their tax dollars are used effectively.

The complexity of the American tax system compounds this problem, making it difficult for
citizens to understand how their contribution connects to public services.

Implementing a French-style paystub transparency system in America would represent a
powerful yet straightforward reform. It would require minimal changes to existing
infrastructure while potentially transforming how Americans perceive taxation.

The mechanics would work similarly to the French system. The Treasury Department
would calculate spending allocation percentages based on the federal budget.

These percentages would be incorporated into a standard template that employers would
integrate into their payroll systems. Each paystub would then show employees exactly
how their federal tax withholding translates into specific government functions.

These percentages would reflect actual federal spending rather than idealized or
politically manipulated figures. The system would provide clear, unbiased information
about government priorities as reflected in the budget.

Michael Wilson, a construction worker from Ohio, represents the typical American who
might benefit from such transparency: "I work hard for my money, and every paycheck |
see hundreds of dollars disappear in taxes.

I'm not against paying taxes, but | want to know what I'm getting for my money. Is it going
to schools? Roads? The military?

Without that information, it's easy to assume the worst—that it's being wasted or
misused."
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An Example of What This Might Look Like

This is an approximate breakdown of how tax dollars for a typical worker making $15 per
hour, working full time, are spent. Example shows $72 Federal Tax Withheld

How Your Tax Dollars Are Spent

This 2 Week Period

Estimated Yearly Total

Medicaid

Defense

- Operation and Maintenance

- Military Personnel

- Procurement

- Research, Development, Test & Evaluation (RDT&E)
- Other Defense-Related Activities
Non-Defense

- Education

- International Affairs

- Science & Technology

- Energy

- Environmental Protection

- Agriculture

- Labor

- General Government

- Health

- Housing & Urban Development

- Justice

Other Programs

- Unemployment Insurance

- Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP)
- Supplemental Security Income (SSI)
- Earned Income Tax Credit (EITC)

- Child Tax Credit

- Federal Civilian & Military Retirement
- Veterans' Benefits

- Agriculture Programs

- Other Entitlement Programs

- Interest Payments on Debt

$6.98
$20.81
$5.54
$3.67
$2.74
$1.87
$6.98
$13.10
$1.87
$0.94
$0.94
$0.94
$0.94
$0.94
$0.94
$1.87
$1.87
$0.94
$0.94
$33.62
$0.94
$1.87
$1.08
$1.30
$1.87
$3.67
$3.67
$1.87
$5.18
$12.17

$181.58
$541.01
$144.14
$95.47
$71.14
$48.67
$181.58
$340.70
$48.67
$24.34
$24.34
$24.34
$24.34
$24.34
$24.34
$48.67
$48.67
$24.34
$24.34
$874.22
$24.34
$48.67
$28.08
$33.70
$48.67
$95.47
$95.47
$48.67
$134.78
$316.37
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Implementation and Cost

Implementing this system in the United States would require remarkably few resources. A
small team within the Treasury Department could calculate the spending percentages
annually based on the federal budget. This analysis would need to happen once per year
and could be completed by existing staff as part of their regular budget analysis.

The Labor Department would then create a standardized template incorporating these
percentages, which would be distributed to payroll service providers and employers.
Again, this represents minimal additional work, as the department already issues various
payroll guidance throughout the year.

For employers, the implementation cost would be negligible. Payroll software providers
would update their systems with the new template, similar to how they regularly update
tax withholding tables and other required payroll information. Employers using these
services would simply adopt the updated software during regular maintenance cycles.

Even for smaller businesses handling payroll manually, the change would require minimal
effort. The government could provide simple spreadsheet templates that automatically
calculate the appropriate allocations based on total withholding.

The total cost to the federal government would likely amount to less than the salary of a
single full-time employee—perhaps $150,000 annually including benefits and
administrative support. This represents an infinitesimal fraction of the federal budget for a
reform with potentially significant benefits for civic engagement and tax literacy.

Benefits for American Society

Implementing paystub transparency in the United States could yield several important
benefits:

Increased tax literacy would help Americans understand government spending priorities.
Currently, many Americans significantly misestimate how the government allocates
resources. A Kaiser Family Foundation survey found that Americans believe foreign aid
represents about 26% of the federal budget, when the actual figure is less than 1%.
Similar misconceptions exist about many budget categories. Paystub transparency would
correct these misunderstandings, providing citizens with accurate information about how
their money is spent.

More informed civic participation would follow as citizens gained clearer understanding of
budget realities. When Americans discuss taxation and government spending, the
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conversation often involves abstract billions and trillions rather than personal contribution.
Paystub transparency would personalize these discussions, helping citizens evaluate
budget proposals in terms of their own contribution. A voter who knows they personally
contribute $47 per month to Medicare might evaluate healthcare policy changes
differently than someone who has no idea of their personal stake in the program.

Reduced polarization might result from greater factual agreement about government
spending. Currently, Americans across the political spectrum hold dramatically different
beliefs about how tax dollars are allocated. These divergent perceptions fuel partisan
disagreement about government priorities. By creating a common factual understanding,
paystub transparency could help bridge ideological divides and foster more productive
political discussion.

Increased accountability would emerge as citizens gained the tools to evaluate
government performance against their personal investment. When Americans can see
exactly how much they contribute to specific government functions, they gain a stronger
position from which to demand effective use of those resources. A taxpayer who knows
they personally contribute $86 monthly to education programs has a concrete stake in
ensuring those programs deliver results.

Strengthened connection between taxation and citizenship represents perhaps the most
profound potential benefit. Democracy functions best when citizens understand their
personal relationship to government. Taxation represents one of the most tangible
connections between individual citizens and their collective government, yet this
connection remains abstract for most Americans. Paystub transparency would make this
relationship concrete, helping citizens see themselves as stakeholders in government
rather than merely subjects of taxation.

Potential Concerns and Responses

Some might worry that paystub transparency would politicize payroll processing.
However, the French experience demonstrates that a properly designed system avoids
this risk. By basing the percentages on actual government spending rather than projected
or idealized figures, the system provides factual information rather than political
messaging. The percentages would change only when actual government spending
priorities change, ensuring the system reflects reality rather than political spin.

Others might question whether Americans would understand or care about this
information. Experience from France suggests that even citizens with limited financial
literacy quickly grasp the basic concept of seeing where their money goes. The
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information need not be complex—simple categories with clear percentages would suffice
to improve understanding. As for interest, people naturally care about their money; given
the opportunity to understand its use, most engage with the information.

Some employers might resist adding another requirement to payroll processing. However,
this concern overlooks the minimal burden involved. Payroll systems already calculate
and display various deductions and contributions. Adding allocation percentages
represents a minor technical adjustment, particularly when implemented through regular
software updates that employers already adopt for tax rate changes and other annual
modifications.

The French Program Just Works

The French paystub transparency system offers a compelling model for strengthening the
relationship between American citizens and their government. By showing taxpayers
exactly how their contribution translates into public services, this approach transforms
taxation from an abstract obligation into a concrete investment in shared resources.

The beauty of this reform lies in its simplicity. It requires no fundamental changes to tax
policy, government structure, or employer obligations. It simply provides information that
citizens deserve about their own money—information that could transform public
understanding of government finance and foster more productive civic engagement.

For roughly the cost of a single government employee's salary, the United States could
implement a system that helps millions of Americans understand their personal stake in
government. Few reforms offer such potentially significant benefits at such minimal cost.

As we consider ways to strengthen American democracy and rebuild trust in government
institutions, paystub transparency represents a practical, non-partisan approach worth
serious consideration. It embodies the fundamental democratic principle that government
should be transparent to its citizens, particularly regarding the resources citizens provide
through their labor.

Every payday, Americans like Sarah could see not just what they earn and what they
keep, but what their contribution accomplishes. This simple change might help transform
taxation from a source of resentment into a tangible expression of civic participation—a
shift that could benefit American society for generations to come.
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