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Abstract

The provisions for child support reform in the Family Support Act
of 1988 are likely to have a large impact upon the well-being of
children eligible for child support, a group expected to include half of
the children in the country. The reform is expected to increase child
support payments and thereby reduce the economic insecurity and poverty
of children who live apart from a parent. It is also expected to lead
to increased contact between nonresident parents and their children
which may also enhance child well-being. This paper reviews the child
support system in the United States, summarizes the empirical research
that has been carried out on children from disrupted families, analyzes
the impact that the Family Support Act may have on child well-being, and
discusses the key variables that should be measured as well as the most

promising sources of data to evaluate child support reform.



The Effects of the Child Support Provisions of the
Family Support Act of 1988 on Child Well-Being

I. INTRODUCTION

A key feature of the Family Support Act of 1988 is a set of
provisions for child support reform. These provisions are aimed at
rationalizing the current child support system by increasing the
proportion of eligible children who have awards, by developing
guidelines for determining the size of the awards, and by strengthening
procedures for collecting the money owed. While much of public
attention has focused on the work provisions in the Family Support Act,
the child support provisions may turn out to have a greater impact on
child well-being. Currently, about 25 percent of all children in the
United States are potentially eligible for child support, in that they
have a parent living apart from the family.! According to recent
estimates, over half of all children born during the past decade will be
eligible at some point before reaching the age of 18.2 Thus, changes
in child support will have implications for over half of all children in
this country. Conversely, the work provisions in the Family Support Act
are relevant only for families who will receive welfare, less than a
quarter of all children.3

One might also argue that the child support provisions will be
more lasting than the work provisions. As we shall show below, the
child support provisions are part of a broad trend that began during the
mid-1970s and has strong bipartisan support, whereas attitudes toward
requiring welfare mothers to work have shifted many times in the history

of public assistance and are highly controversial at this time. We



believe that the increasing number of married mothers working outside
the home lends considerable force to the new set of work provisions.
Yet, there continues to be widespread resistance from both the left and
right to requiring welfare mothers to work.* Finally, whereas the work
provisions allow for considerable local discretion in implementing work
requirements, child support reform appears to be moving toward more
universal principles. While one cannot be sure that this pattern will
continue, the progress thus far has been impressive.

This paper examines the potential impact of child support reform
on the long-term social and economic well-being of children. The new
provisions are expected to lead to increases in child support payments
which, in turn, should reduce the poverty and economic insecurity of
children who live apart from a parent. The first big question about the
effects of the Family Support Act, therefore, is how big will the
increases in child support payments be?

Increased child support payments in turn are likely to lead to
increased contact between nonresident parents and their children. We
hypothesize that on average the increased contact will lead to
improvements in child well-being. Thus, two additional questions are:
(1) Will increased child support payments increase contact between the
nonresident parent and the child? and (2) Will increased contact lead to
further increases in child well-being, above and beyond the increases
due to greater econcmic security?

Increased contact between the nonresident parent and child will
also lead to greater contact between the two parents, which may generate
conflict. This leads to the final critical question for evaluating the

effects of the child support provisions of the 1988 Family Support Act:
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Will greater contact between resident and nonresident parents generate
conflict and thereby reduce child well-being?

The outcomes we have chosen to focus upon in this paper are not by
any means exhaustive. Other consequences of child support reform of
interest to policymakers are the effects on the labor supply,
remarriage, and welfare dependence of both resident and nonresident
parents. Each of these also could affect child well-being. Each is
worthy of investigation. Elsewhere, we have described how these
outcomes must be studied in a comprehensive evaluation of child support

reforms.’

Because other effects of child support reform hinge upon
changes in payments, any evaluation must begin with the effects on
payments. Our rationale for focusing on changes in visitation and
custody rather than changes in labor supply, remarriage, or welfare
dependence is that we think the former are likely to be ignored in
evaluations unless their potential effects are highlighted. Finally, we
ignore the new children of parents obligated to pay child support
because of space limitations and because they are generally better off
than children eligible for child support.® A comprehensive evaluation
of the effects of child support reform on child well-being, however,
must include children in the new families of nonresident parents.

The paper is divided into five parts. This introduction
constitutes Part I. Part II provides a brief review of the child
support system in the United States and the role of the Family Support
Act of 1988 in changing that system. Part III contains an overview of

the empirical research on children from disrupted families, including

children living with divorced and separated parents as well as children
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born out of wedlock. Most of these children are eligible for child
support, and the new provisions in the Family Support Act are expected
to directly affect their economic status. It is important, therefore,
to know something about the long-term prospects of these children and
the extent to which their overall well-being is determined by economic
factors. In Part IV, we analyze the potential impact of the Family
Support Act on child well-being broadly defined. Here we examine the
different mechanisms for increasing child support payments and evaluate
their potential effect in the light of existing research. In addition to
examining the direct effect of increased payments on family income, we
discuss how the provisions are expected to alter nonresident parent-
child relationships and parental relationships. Finally, Part V of the
paper discusses specific research issues for evaluating child support
reform, including key variables that should be measured and potential

sources of data.

II. THE FAMILY SUPPORT ACT: BACKGROUND AND PROVISIONS

The child support provisions of the Family Support Act of 1988
continue a decade and one-half trend toward enacting increasingly strong
legislation to enforce the payment of child support. During this time--
long in the lives of those who have witnessed it, but short in terms of
twentieth-century American history--the child support system has taken
giant strides away from a system best characterized by judicial
discretion and toward the bureaucratic regularity characteristic of our

social insurance and personal income tax systems.
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Prior to 1975, child support was nearly exclusively a state and
local matter. State laws established the duty of nonresident parents to
pay child support but left all the details up to local courts.’ Judges
had the authority to decide whether any child support should be paid
and, if so, how much. They also had full authority over what to do if
the nonresident parent failed to pay. Jail was the ultimate punishment
for failure to pay.

Critics of the old system claimed that it condoned and therefore
fostered parental irresponsibility, that it was rife with inequity, and
that it contributed to poverty and welfare dependence.® In 1979, the
U.S. Census Bureau began gathering data on child support every other
year. The first Census study indicated that slightly more than one in
three nonresident parents paid some child support.? Either way, this
was a dismal record. The details of the study revealed weaknesses at
every step in the child support process. Only six of ten mothers
potentially eligible for child support had child support awards. (Only
one of ten never-married mothers had legal entitlement to support.)
Among mothers with legal awards, about half received the full amount to
which they were entitled, and over a quarter received nothing. Few
argued with the judgment that the system condoned parental
irresponsibility. Other studies documented alleged inequities. Child
support awards for children and parents in similar economic
circumstances varied widely.!® Whereas most nonresident fathers paid
no child support and suffered no consequences, thousands were sent to
jail."' And poor nonresident fathers who were legally obligated to pay

child support were required to pay a substantially higher proportion of
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their incomes than middle- and especially upper-income nonresident
fathers.'? Finally, nearly half of single mothers and their children
were poor and dependent on welfare.

The critics suggested many specific reforms. The common element
of virtually all of these suggestions was to replace judicial discretion
with bureaucratic regularity. This tendency is most clearly articulated
in the proposal to add to our menu of social security programs a new
Child Support Assurance System (CSAS)." Under the CSAS, nonresident
parents are required to share their income with their nonresident
children. More specifically, (1) nonresident parents are required to
pay a fixed proportion of their annual income as determined by simple
legislative guidelines; (2) the amount owed is withheld from wages and
other sources of income just as income and payroll taxes are withheld
from wages; and (3) the government guarantees a minimum level of child
support to the child and custodial parent just as social insurance
guarantees a minimum pension to all eligible recipients. It is
remarkable how far the country has moved in the last five years toward
implementation of the guidelines and withholding components of CSAS.
There is no stronger evidence of the steady movement away from judicial
discretion to bureaucratic regularity.

Federal interest in child support reform grew as the caseload of
the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program grew and
shifted from orphans to children with living absent parents. Although
the first federal legislation to enforce child support was enacted in

1950, and although additional bills were passed in 1965 and 1967, the

establishment of the Office of Child Support Enforcement in 1975 was a
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particularly significant piece of legislation. The new law required all
states to establish state offices of child support enforcement, and it
provided federal reimbursement for about three-quarters of each state’s
enforcement costs. That is to say, the 1975 act created the public
bureaucracy to enforce the private child support obligation.

The 1975 legislation provided federal matching funds for child
support enforcement services for children who were not on welfare as
well as for AFDC recipients, and it required states to provide services
to nonrecipients upon request. Yet federal funding for nonrecipients
was made available to the states only through 1976. After a series of
temporary extensions, in 1980 Congress permanently extended federal
support for child support services to all children potentially eligible
for private child support, irrespective of income and AFDC status.

The Child Support Enforcement Amendments of 1984 moved the nation
modestly toward two of the three key components of a new child support
assurance system by requiring states to adopt numeric child support
guidelines which courts could use to determine child support
obligations, and by requiring them to withhold child support obligations
from wages and other income of nonresident parents who become one month
delinquent in their payments of child support. The 1984 bill also took
an extremely cautious step in the direction of assuring a minimum child
support benefit by directing the Secretary of the Department of Health
and Human Services (DHHS) to grant the state of Wisconsin a waiver that
would allow it to use federal AFDC monies to help fund an assured child
support benefit,'™ Finally, the 1984 bill contained two minor

provisions relating to paternity establishment: one permitting paternity
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to be established up until the child’s eighteenth birthday, and the
other encouraging states to develop expedited processes for
establishing paternity, i.e., administrative or bureaucratic procedures
rather than judicial procedures.

The 1988 Family Support Act immensely strengthened the 1984
guidelines and withholding provisions. While the 1984 amendments
allowed the courts to ignore the guidelines, the 1988 legislation makes
the guidelines the presumptive child support award. Judges may depart
from the guidelines only if they construct a written justification which
can be reviewed by a higher court. Furthermore, the Family Support Act
requires that by 1993 states review and update child support awards of
Title IV-D cases (those being handled by the Office of Child Support
Enforcement) at least every three years and directs the DHHS Secretary
to study the impact of requiring periodic review of all child support
cases. With respect to routine income withholding, the 1988 legislation
requires withholding of the child support obligation from the outset for
all IV-D cases as of 1990, and for all child support cases as of 1994,
As mentioned earlier, the previous legislation (1984) had required
withholding only in cases of delinquency.

The Family Support Act also strengthens paternity requirements. It
requires states (l) to either establish paternity in at least half of
the out-of-wedlock cases on AFDC or increase the proportion of such
cases in which they establish paternity by three percentage points each
year; (2) to obtain the social security numbers of both parents in
conjunction with the issuance of birth certificates; and (3) to require

all parties in a contested paternity case to take a genetic test upon
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the request of any party, with the federal government paying 90 percent
of the cost of the test.

In addition to these major provisions, the Family Support Act
contains some other notable changes. Whereas the 1984 Child Support Act
urged states to expedite procedures for establishing paternity, the 1988
legislation further exhorts them to simplify paternity establishment by
setting up a civil process for voluntarily acknowledging paternity and a
civil procedure for determining paternity in contested cases. Further,
whereas the 1984 statute urged states to develop demonstrations of more
efficient techniques to enforce child support when the father was in a
different state, the 1988 statute makes it more financially attractive
for states to undertake such demonstrations and also establishes a
federal advisory council to make recommendations for future legislation
on interstate child support enforcement.

This brief review of the details of several of the key child
support enforcement provisions of the Family Support Act of 1988 and
their historical context makes it very clear that the Act's child
support provisions do not represent a sharp break with the immediate
past, but rather intensify a fifteen-year trend. The implication for
the evaluation of these child support reforms is ﬁrofound. Because the
child support enforcement system has been changing slowly, we expect
that (1) the effects also will take place gradually over time, and (2)
the effects of any particular change will be much smaller than the
effects of the overall change. The first implies that the effects
should be measured over five- and ten-year periods. The second implies

that an evaluation of the effects of strengthening the child support
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system should seek to measure the overall change as opposed to the
change in any one component. (The latter point is discussed in more

detail in Part 1IV.)

ITII. RESEARCH ON CHILDREN IN DISRUPTED FAMILIES

Whether child support reform will improve the well-being of
children depends upon whether children who live apart from a parent are
in fact worse off than other children, and, if so, whether lack of child
support is a cause of their disadvantage. Interestingly, academic as
well as public perceptions of how family disruption affects children
have undergone several revisions during the past three decades. In the
1950s and most of the 1960s the prevailing view was that divorce and
out-of-wedlock births were harmful to children, in part because family
instability was indicative of parental pathology that was transferred
from generation to generation, and in part because the absence of a male
role model was viewed as detrimental to children’s psycho-sexual
development. Much of the research at this time was based on highly
selective samples, such as children being treated for psychological
disorders or those who were wards of the criminal justice system. Thus
it is not surprising that personal failure rather than structural
factors or family income appeared to account for the disadvantages
associated with growing up in a single-parent family.16

This perception began to change in the early 1970s, as evidenced
by Elizabeth Herzog and Cecilia Sudia’s lengthy review of the research

on children in "fatherless families."' The authors challenged earlier
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interpretations of the relationship between family structure and
children’s well-being and showed that existing studies of mother-only
families contained serious methodological flaws. In particular, they
argued that many of the differences between one- and two-parent families
could be explained by differences in race and socioeconomic status as
opposed to differences in family culture or individual traits.

The Herzog and Sudia review offered a new perspective on single
motherhood which, together with a changed political climate in which
black families and nonmarried mothers of all races were viewed more
positively, stimulated new studies focusing on the "strengths" of
mother-only families, that is, the ways in which single mothers coped
successfully with poverty and stress. Despite Herzog and Sudia’s
assertion that the absence of a father did have some negative
consequences for children, their methodological critique was taken by
many as evidence that differences between one- and two-parent families
were minimal or due entirely to differences in social class.

More recently the academic community has moved away from the
rather simplistic pathological and idealizing perspectives that
prevailed during the 1970s, and a number of researchers have begun to
reexamine the consequences of divorce and single parenthood with a more
critical eye. Unlike earlier work, many of the recent studies are based
on large, nationally representative surveys, some of which have
longitudinal designs. Moreover, in addition to examining the immediate
effects of divorce on children, which was characteristic of earlier

studies, the more recent work has followed children throﬁgh adolescence
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and into young adulthood. Thus we now know something about both the
immediate and long-term consequences of family disruption.

The new research indicates that children who grow up in mother-
only and stepparent families are disadvantaged not only during childhood
but during adolescemnce and young adulthood as well. Moreover, the
negative consequences associated with family structure extend across a
wide range of outcomes, many of which are directly associated with long-
term economic insecurity and dependence. We know, for example, that
children from single-parent and stepparent families are more likely to
drop out of high school and less likely to attend college than children

18

from intact families. Not surprisingly, these children have lower

earnings in adulthood and are more likely to experience unemployment and
poverty than other children.'?

They are also disadvantaged with respect to the formation of their
own families.?® Children from single and stepparent families are more
likely to marry and have babies while in their teens, and they are more
likely to give birth out of wedlock than children from two-parent
families. Those who marry are more likely to divorce. Consequently,
daughters who grow up in such families are at greater risk of becoming
single mothers themselves and of having to rely on welfare for their
economic support than daughters who grow up with both natural

parents.21

Finally, offspring from mother-only families are more
likely to commit delinquent acts and to use drugs than are offspring
from two-parent families.??

In addition to demonstrating a negative association between single

parenthood and children’s attainment, several conclusions can be drawn
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from the literature on the intergenerational consequences of family
disruption. First, the effects of living in single-parent or stepparent
families appear to be constant across a variety of racial and ethnic
groups. Recent studies have shown that family disruption is associated
with lower attainment among whites, Blacks, Mexican Americans, Puerto
Ricans, Cubans, and Native Americans, although the effects are somewhat

more negative for whites.?3

Second, children living with single

fathers do not appear to be very different from children living with
single mothers. Most important perhaps, remarriage does not reduce many
of the disadvantages associated with family breakup, even though step-
families have more income than single-parent families. Whether this is
due to a lack of commitment on the part of the stepparent, or to a
rejection of the parent on the part of the child, or to the stress
arising from multiple trapsitions is not clear. But the evidence that
remarriage itself is not a solution to all of the problems associated
with family disruption has important policy implications.

What are the central mechanisms underlying the relationship
between family instability and children’s lower attainment, and, more
important, which of these mechanisms are potentially affected by child
support reform? At present two major hypotheses are relevant.?* The
first of these attributes lower attainment to economic deprivation.
According to this view, family disruption reduces the economic resources
available to children, and, in particular, children’s access to the
resources of the nonresident parent. This, in turn, affects the
characteristics of offspring as well as their future opportunities.

Economic deprivation may lead a child to assume an adult role early,
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curtailing his or her education in order to contribute time and money to
the household. Daughters with limited opportunities may see marriage and
parenthood as a means of escaping hardship and establishing an adult
identity.

The empirical evidence lends considerable support to the economic
deprivation hypothesis. We know, for example, that mother-only families
have much higher poverty rates than two-parent families and much lower
median family incomes. In 1985 the poverty rates were 46 percent and 9.3
percent for the two family types, and median incomes were $13,660 and
$31,100.25 We also know that family disruption causes a decline in
family resources. During the first year after divorce, women's incomes
drop by about 30 percent.?0 For children born to never-married
mothers, the income loss is more difficult to measure, since many of
these mothers were living in poor families to begin with. However, it
is reasonable to assume that the average expected income of childfen
born to unwed mothers would have been higher had their parents married

and remained together.?’

Finally, we know that income is the single
most important factor in accounting for differences in the attainment of
children in one-parent and two-parent homes. Differences in family
income account for between 25 and 50 percent of the differential risk of
dropping out of high school and for about 25 percent of the differential
risk of premarital birth.28

The second hypothesis for the lower attainment of children from
one-parent and stepparent families stresses the importance of the

socialization process. According to this view, family disruption (or

nonmarriage) affects parent-child relationships by undermining parental
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control and interfering with the transmission of parental values and
expectations. A number of factors are involved in this process. First,
in a one-parent family, a smaller quantity of parental time is available
to children. Father's time is reduced because he does not live in the
household, and mother's time may also be reduced because she has the
dual roles of parent and breadwinner. Second, the quality of parent-
child relationships is different in single-parent families. This occurs
for several reasons. First, parents under stress are known to be less
consistent and reasonable in their demands.?® Second, single parents
have less power over their children, either because the child can play
one parent off against the other, or because the mother has less
support. Finally, conflict or hostility between the parents undermines
children’s perceptions of their parents and may undermine the
internalization of parental values.

The empirical evidence is consistent with the socialization
hypothesis, although the effects of socialization on child well-being
are weaker than the effects of family income. With respect to the
quantity of time invested in children, recent estimates suggest that
between 35 and 50 percent of children who live only with their mothers
do not see their fathers at all and less than 20 percent see their
fathers at least one day per week.30 Similarly, analyses of time-use
data indicate that single mothers spend less time with their children,
primarily because they are more likely to work outside the home.3! Not
surprisingly, single parents are less likely to supervise their
children’s social activities and to monitor their school work.3% There

is also evidence both that mother-child relationships are less
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hierarchical in mother-only families than in two-parent families and
that single mothers are more likely to use "authoritarian” parenting
styles (as opposed to "authoritative" styles).3 Finally, there is
considerable evidence that ongoing conflict between the parents is
harmful for children’s postdivorce adjustment.3 Altogether these
findings lend substantial support to the notion that single mothers have
less power over and less influence on their children than parents in
two-parent families.

Studies that confine themselves to the impact of divorce have
found considerable evidence that children in single-parent families are
exposed to somewhat different parenting practices from children whose
parents remain married. It is not clear, however, that these
differences are due entirely to the divorce itself. Furthermore, even
if we knew for certain that divorce caused changes in parental behavior,
it is not clear that the latter are critical in determining children’s
long-term well-being. While theory (and most small studies) indicates
that having a good relationship with the nonresident father is an
important predictor of children's postdivorce adjustment,3 at least
one large-scale study has raised serious questions about this
assumption. Frank Furstenberg and his colleagues found that neither
the quantity of father-child contact nor the quality of the father-child
relationship was related to children’s school achievement.3® As these
authors note, none of the fathers in their sample met all of the
criteria for "high parental involvement," which may explain why contact

with the father didn’t matter very much. The significance of the father-
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child relationship after divorce is an important issue for future

research.

IV. THE POTENTIAL IMPACT OF CHILD SUPPORT REFORM

This section of the paper discusses the potential consequences of
child support reform for child well-being. In discussing the effects of
the new law, we focus on three intermediate outcomes: increases in child
support payments, increases in father-child contact, and increases in
parental contact and possible conflict. Increases in payments are by far
the most important factor, since the relationship between family income
and children’s long-term economic well-being has been clearly
established. Increases in father-child contact are believed to have
benefits for child well-being, although the evidence for this is mixed.
Finally, increases in parental contact may lead to greater parental
conflict, which could reduce children’s well-being and offset some of

the gains from increases in payments and father-child contact.

A, Increases in Payments

The Family Support Act of 1988 solidifies a consistent fifteen-
year trend which substantially strengthens several key components of the
old child support system which was woefully inadequate. Thus, it is
reasonable to expect a large increase in both child support payments and
the incomes of children potentially eligible for child support.
Conversely, there are some who argue that legislation will not really

change anything.3? 1f, as some allege, nonresident fathers cannot
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afford to pay any more child support than they currently pay, it is hard
to see how reforms will lead to substantial increases in payments.3®
The evidence on ability to pay suggests otherwise. Donald Oellerich,
Irwin Garfinkel, and Philip Robins compared actual child support
payments in 1983 ($6.8 billion) to an estimate of maximum potential
payments ($28.0 to $32.4 billion) under a perfect child support regime
in which all eligible children had awards, all awards were established
and updated according to either the Colorado or Wisconsin child support

guidelines, and payments were equal to awards .3°

The gap between
current payments and maximum payments was quite large--ranging from
$21.2 billion to $25.6 billion. In short, nonresident fathers can
afford to pay substantially more child support than they currently pay,
which means that the potential for increases in child support
enforcement dollars is quite large.

Whether the 1988 Family Support Act will actually succeed in
increasing child support payments by a substantial amount is difficult
to predict, since very little research bears directly on the question.
For the most part, we must rely upon informed inferences. We begin by
examining separately the likely effects on payments of the three main
thrusts of the Act: increasing paternity establishment, mandating
guidelines, and mandating routine income withholding. We conclude this
section by comparing the potential magnitudes of the various reforms and
showing how the various reforms reinforce one another.

Increasing Paternity Establishment. In response to incentives and

prodding from the federal government, states are doing much better in

establishing paternity than they did only a decade ago. The proportion
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of paternities established to out-of-wedlock births doubled between 1975
and 1985--from 14 percent to 28 percent.*® A doubling of any rate
within a single decade is a big change. On the one hand, the trend
suggests that the Family Support Act of 1988 is likely to lead to
substantial improvements in the establishment of paternity and therefore
in the proportion of cases with child support awards.

On the other hand, it may not. Not all unmarried mothers want a
child support award. Of those without awards in 1985, 42 percent
indicated they would prefer not to have an award. Another 50 percent
said they have no award because the fathers of their children cannot be
located.*! These data suggest that unless new incentives are created
for mothers to establish paternity and unless the process begins
earlier, there will not be much improvement in the proportion of cases
in which paternity is established.

An assured child support benefit would create an incentive for
unwed mothers to establish paternity. How strong the effects of such an
incentive would be is not known at this time. The state of Wisconsin
has not yet begun its assured benefit pilot program. Although New York
state has started piloting an assured benefit, it is too early for
results. Moreover, the New York benefit is limited to children who live
in families with sufficiently low income to be eligible for welfare.
Therefore it is unlikely to serve as an incentive for mothers not on
welfare. Early establishment of paternity would also increase the number
of children with child support awards, since the proportion of unwed

mothers who continue to have a relationship with the father of their
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child declines over time. At this point, no research has been done on
the efficacy of earlier establishment of paternity.

Because the prognosis for improvement in the establishment of
paternity hinges on efforts to begin earlier and to ensure the
cooperation of the mother, and because we have no data on the likelihood
and effects of these changes, it is difficult to predict how big any
effects will be. About all that seems certain at this point is that
some improvement will occur. The rate of improvement will probably be
slow for some time to come and will depend ultimately upon whether
legislation continues to change the system from judicial discretion to
bureaucratic regularity.

Likely Effects of Guidelines on Child Support Payments. The

effects of the numerical guidelines for establishing and maintaining
adequate levels of child support are less ambiguous than the paternity
provisions and should lead to substantial increases in child support
payments. As mentioned earlier, all but a few states have adopted
numerical guidelines similar to those of Wisconsin or Colorado. If these
guidelines had been used to determine all current awards, and if all
awards had been kept up to date, child support payments in 1985 would
have totaled between $19.6 billion and $16.7 billion, respectively,
rather than the current $9.7 billion.%2

Since courts are permitted to depart from the guidelines if the
outcome is deemed to be unfair to any of the parties, it is possible
that this loophole will be used to undermine the intent of the law.
Equally important, there may be a great deal of slippage in updating

child support awards. The new federal law requires states to update
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awards every three years. Updating every third year rather than annually
is expected to reduce average award levels by about 5 percent.*> A
more serious concern is that, as yet, the updating applies only to IV-D
cases. Whether this provision will be extended to all child support
cases depends upon future legislation. Perhaps the most serious concern
is that the courts will find the updating so burdensome and costly that
they will refuse to comply. In the past, laws made it very difficult to
revise child support awards in order to avoid overburdening the

courts, 44

How burdensome and costly it will be to update child support
awards will depend in large measure upon the complexity of the numerical
guidelines and the extent to which the updating procedures can be
handled administratively.* Under the best of circumstances some
administrative costs will be associated with updating. At this point,
we have no way of knowing whether these costs will be sufficient in many
jurisdictions to deter the effort.

Skeptics might also note that the average real value of child
support awards has decreased between 1978 and 1985 by 25 percent.46 In
the 1979 Current Population Survey Child Support Supplement, the averapge
child support award was for $2003. In 1985, it was $2495. Adjusting for
inflation, the average award in 1985 was worth only $1683. This does not
necessarily indicate a decline in child support awards between 1978 and
1985, however, since, in each survey, all women who have children under
the age of 21 who are potentially eligible for child support are

interviewed. Therefore, in each survey, the child support awards had

been made between one and twenty years earlier.
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An understanding of the causes of this decline, however, leads us
to believe that child support will provide more protection for children

in the future.4

First, a good deal of the decline in real payments
was due to the failure to update awards. Second, the most important
factor in accounting for the decline was the increase in resident
parents’' earnings. Because mothers work so much more than they used to,
the ratio of women’s to men’'s earnings has increased substantially
during the past twenty years. Many courts consider the income of both
resident and nonresident parents in establishing child support.
Therefore the proportion of their incomes that men are required to
contribute to child support has declined. Finally, the composition of
those eligible for child support awards has changed over time so that
paternity cases make up a larger proportion of the total.

In short, the average real value of child support awards has
decreased in the last decade because awards have not been updated,
because the ratio of women’s to men’s earnings has increased, and
because nonresident parents with less ability to pay have been brought
into the system. The guidelines in the Family Support Act of 1988
address the first two problems. As noted above, updating is required for
all IV-D cases. Moreover, the standards being used to determine child
support obligations will increase awards even in families where the
resident parent has substantial earnings.®® The third factor--a shift
in the composition of children with awards--is a sign of progress rather
than a problem. To the extent that the country succeeds in increasing
the proportion of children with child support awards, the average size

of an award will continue to decrease. This is so because the ability
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to pay is clearly lower among nonresident parents currently not required
to pay than it is among those with child support obligations. On balance
then, there is good reason to believe that the new child support
standards and updating of awards required by the 1988 Family Support Act
will substantially increase the average level of child support awards.
But previous differences between laws on the books and laws in practice
suggest that the implementation of the 1988 legislation should be
monitored carefully.

Evidence of Effects of Routine Income Withholding on Child Support

Payments. Wisconsin began piloting routine income withholding in 1984
in ten counties. An evaluation of the experience in these ten pilot
counties and ten matched comparison counties suggests that routine
withholding increased child support payments by between 11 percent and

t.4*? The lower-bound estimate®® suggests that routine income

30 percen
withholding would increase national child support payments by $.7
billion while the upper-bound estimate suggests that the increase would
be equal to $2.0 billion.?' Although even the upper-bound estimate is
only a fraction of the gap between actual and potential payments--$25
billion--neither of the two figures is trivial in absolute terms.

It is important to note that the increase in child support
payments resulting from routine income withholding will also take place
slowly over time. States have until 1990 to implement withholding for
IV-D cases and until 1994 to implement withholding for all child support

cases.

The Relative and Cumulative Effects of Paternity, Guidelines, and

Withholding. Total child support payments depend upon three elements:
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(1) the proportion of children potentially eligible for support who
actually have child support awards; (2) the size of the child support
awards; and (3) the proportion of awards that are actually paid.
Paternity establishment affects the first element, guidelines the
second, and routine withholding the third.

In order to achieve substantial gains in child support payments,
all three elements must be improved. Estimates indicate that increasing
the proportion paid to 100 percent of the amount owed without increasing
either the proportion with awards or the size of awards would increase
payments by only $2.9 billion. Increasing the proportion with awards to
100 percent without increasing either the size or the proportion paid
would increase child support by 150 percent or $4.4 billion. Increasing
the size of awards to those prescribed in the Wisconsin percentage-of-
income standard without increasing either of the other two components
would increase payments by $6.5 billion.%?

These estimates are useful for putting the different components of
reform into proper perspective. For example, the reform that has gotten
the most media attention is routine income withholding. Yet the
estimates above indicate that, by itself, increasing the payment rate
has the least potential for increasing child support payments.

Even more important, the estimates indicate the need to improve
all parts of the system at once. If child support awards were
established in all cases, if the amount of awards was based on
reasonable standards (and updated), and if\all that was owed was paid,
child support payments in the United States would increase by $25.6

billion. This is nearly twice the sum of the improvements gained by
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perfecting each element by itself. Here is a case where the whole is
greater than the sum of the parts. An improvement in any element makes

an improvement in any other element more efficacious.

B. Increases in Father-Child Contact

In addition to having a direct effect on children’s economic well-
being, child support. reform is also expected to increase the amount of
time fathers spend with their children. As noted in the previous
section, one of the explanations of the lower socioeconomic attainment
of children from single-parent and stepparent families, compared to
children in two-parent families, is that the father-child relationship
is much weaker.

There are several reasons for expecting that changes in the child
support system will lead to changes in father-child relations. First,
paying child support may increase the amount of satisfaction a father
experiences from spending time with his children and therefore increase
his desire for visitation.®® Given the importance of the breadwinner
role in defining a "good father," it is likely that fathers who pay
support feel better about themselves and better about their children
than fathers who avoid paying support. Those who pay nothing or who pay
irregularly are likely to avoid contact with their children, if only
because such contact reminds them of their failure to perform their
social duty.’* Second, child support reform will also increase fathers’
incentive to spend time with their children. According to Yoram Weiss
and Robert Willis, one reason nonresident parents resist paying support

is that they have no control over how their money is spent.55 If this
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is so, increases in payments should increase visitation between children
and nonresident fathers if only so the fathers can monitor the mothers'’
expenditures.

Furthermore, as child support becomes more universal and awards
become substantially higher, fathers’ visitation rights will be
strengthened. Obligations are normally linked to rights. One of the
principal claims of fathers’ rights organizations today is that
nonpayment of child support is a response to a mother’s refusal to let
the father spend time with the child.’® Some legislation has already
been passed to strengthen fathers’ access rights (e.g., Michigan now
jails mothers who refuse access as well as fathers who refuse to pay
child support), and there is likely to be more.

In addition to increasing the amount of visitation time, child
support reform may affect both residential and legal custody
arrangements. By securing joint residential custody, fathers can
legitimately reduce their child support obligations. By securing sole
residential custody, they eliminate it entirely and are entitled to
child support from the mothers of their children. To the extent that
child support reform increases child support payments, therefore, the
incentive for fathers to obtain joint and sole residential custody will
increase. Increases in either joint or sole residential custody of
fathers will increase the time they spend with their children and
presumably decrease the time that mothers spend with the children.

Child support reform should also increase the proportion of
fathers who request and obtain joint legal custody. This should occur

for reasons similar to those outlined above. First, the redistribution
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of parental financial responsibility from mothers to fathers implies a
similar redistribution of legal custodial rights. Whereas for the past
century mothers have had the stronger claim on custodial rights,
fathers’ rights have been increasing during the past two decades. While
child support reform is not responsible for the shift in fathers’
rights, it is compatible with such a shift and will most likely
strengthen the current trend. Second, as mentioned earlier, increasing
payments will increase fathers’ motivation to monitor the expenditure of
child support dollars, and joint legal custody is one way of increasing
fathers’ decision-making power vis-a-vis the mother. We should note that
some people believe that fathers will use joint legal custody not only
as a means of controlling expenditures but as a way of reducing the
amount of their child support obligation. 1If this is true, joint legal
custody may have a negative feedback effect on child support awards and
payments.

What can the empirical literature tell us about the relationships
among child support, visitation, and custody? And what are the
implications for child support reform? To answer the first question,
numerous studies have found that paying child support and visitation are
complementary activities, that is, fathers who pay child support are
more likely to spend time with their children.>’ This relationship
persists even after controlling for differences in socioeconomic
characteristics such as parental income, education, length of marriage,
and number of children, and it appears to grow stronger over time. With
respect to legal custodial arrangements, Judith Seltzer has found that

custody has no effect on the average size of payments once social class
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is taken into account.’® Fathers with joint legal custody pay more
support than fathers without custody because the former have more
resources than the latter. In sum, this research indicates that fathers
are not using legal custody as a way of avoiding support, at least not
those fathers who currently have joint custody.59

No existing research demonstrates cause and effect relationships
between payments, visitation, and custody. David Chambers suggests that
fathers who pay support and visit their children regularly may simply
have a stronger commitment to their family than fathers who fail to
provide either economic or emotional support.6° Whether child support

reform can increase such a commitment remains to be seen.

C. Parental Contact and the Potential for Conflict

The arguments presented thus far emphasize the potential positive
effects of child support reform. Increases in payments are expected to
improve the economic status and security of mother-only families, which
in turn should improve children'’s socioeconomic achievement. 1In
addition, increases in payments, and anticipated increases in payments,
are expected to strengthen father-child relations by increasing the
amount of time fathers spend with their children and by increasing
fathers’ decision-making roles in child rearing.

Not everyone views child support reform in such a positive light.
Some critics argue that increasing the amount of awards and
strengthening collection will lead to greater parental conflict which,
in turn, will reduce children’s well-being. According to this view,

divorced (or never-married) parents will not be able to carry out their
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co-parenting activities without expressing the conflicts and hostilities
that led them to separate in the first place. If this is true, joint
custody and increases in father-mother contact may undermine the
positive effects obtained from greater economic security and increased
father-child contact.

There are several reasons for expecting contact between parents to
increase. First, visitation and joint residential custody require
parents to coordinate schedules and make arrangements for the father to
pick up and return the children. Similarly, joint legal custody
requires parents to discuss major decisions regarding their child’s
education as well as social activities. Thus increases in father-child
contact imply increases in parent-parent contact which, if the parental
relationship is negative to begin with, may reduce child well-being.
Even in cases where the parents’ relationship is not negative, forcing
parents to cooperate when their individual interests diverge may lead to
higher levels of conflict.

Does increased parental contact lead to increased conflict? The
best evidence to date on this topic comes from a longitudinal studies by
Eleanor Maccoby and Robert Mnookin, who have been following 1000
families who divorced during 1984 and 1985.°" Based on their analysis
of a subgroup of families in which father-child contact was high (an
average of at least 4 hours per week), they reached the following
conclusions: (1) about 33 percent of parents who have a good deal of
contact with one another also have high levels of conflict; (2)
postdivorce conflict is strongly associated with initial level of

parental conflict; and (3) custodial arrangements (sole-mother, joint
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custody and dual residence), are not related to levels of conflict.
Conflict in joint custody and dual-residence families is just as high
(but no higher) than conflict in sole-mother custody families. On the
other hand, by increasing the incentive for fathers to obtain joint or
sole residential custody of their children, the child support reforms
are likely to increase custody disputes.

While parental conflict is indeed an undesirable outcome, there
are reasons for expecting the new child support reform to reduce
conflict overall. To the extent that the current system encourages
parental irresponsibility and to the extent that judicial discretion
results in a considerable amount of horizontal inequity, the system
itself may be said to increase uncertainty and parental conflict.
Nearly all fathers know someone in similar economic circumstances who is
paying less support and nearly all mothers know someone with the same
needs and assets who is receiving more support. To the extent that the
current system itself contributes to parental conflict, recent reforms
may actually reduce hostilities. Thus while greater parent-parent
contact increases the potential for conflict, and while more custody
conflicts are likely to arise, the shift toward a more rationalized

child support system should reduce conflict.

V. EVALUATING CHILD SUPPORT REFORM

This section discusses issues in evaluating the child support
provisions of the Family Support Act of 1988. The section begins with a
brief summary of the model that underlies the evaluation design and a

recapitulation of what we view as the key variables that should be
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measured. Although many of these variables could be taken either from
official records or from survey data, we argue that the best strategy is
to build upon existing surveys by selectively supplementing these data
with both additional questions and some official record collection.
Since we believe that the full impact of child support reform will occur
over a number of years, it is essential that the data used to evaluate
reform also extend over a period of time. This would mean using both
longitudinal surveys and repeated cross-sectional surveys. Ideally, we
would like to have baseline data on payments and other child support
behavior from at least the early 1980s which could then be compared with

payments and behavior through the mid to late 1990s.

A. The Model

Figure 1 presents a picture of our model for evaluating child
support reform. Changes in child support laws--the box at the extreme
left-hand side of the picture--start the whole process. The changes
increase the proportion of potential children with awards, the average
level of awards, and the proportion of awards that are paid. The total

increase in child support payments is much larger than the independent

effects of each of the components.
Increases in child support payments affect child well-being. 1In

Figure 1, child well-being is at the extreme right-hand side of the
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picture. The effects of child support payments on child well-being
follow two routes. One is direct. Increased payments lead to increases
in children’s income. The second route is indirect and operates through
the effect of increased payments on changes in the behavior of
nonresident and resident parents. For example, we hypothesize that
nonresident parents will spend more time with their children as a result
of paying more child support. On average, this should improve child
well-being.52 On the other hand, increases in the time nonresident
parents spend with their children should increase contact between the
parents (former spouses) which, assuming that parental conflict is high,
could be harmful to child well-being. To the extent that legislative
guidelines and more routine income withholding reduce conflict between
the parents, increases in contact should have no negative consequences
for children. Finally, child support reform also affects residential and
legal custodial arrangements which, in turn, alter parent behavior and

parent-child relationships.

B. Variables

The key variables in our model are (1) receipt of an award
(whether a child with a nonresident parent has an award); (2) legal and
physical custody agreements; (3) amount of the original award and
whether payments are automatically withheld from earnings; (4) level and
stability of payments; (5) amount of contact between the nonresident
parent and the child, and quality of the parent-child relationship; (6)
amount of contact between the resident and nonresident parents and the

quality of the parent-parent relationship; and (7) indicators of child
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well-being. The latter include measures of school achievement, such as
grades, attendance, cognitive test scores, etc.,’and measures of social
and psychological adjustment.

A critical problem for the evaluation will be to identify and
isolate the effects of changes over time in other variables which may
affect the outcome variables identified above. For example, increases
in women’s labor force participation may affect custody patterns and
father-child relations independent of changes in child support
enforcement. Thus, the variables used in the evaluation will need to be

extended beyond those listed above.

C. The Major Data Sets

The strategy we recommend for evaluating the effects of the child
support provisions of the Family Support Act of 1988 is to utilize
existing nationally representative data sets and to selectively
supplement these data collection efforts. The following discussion
focuses on three data sets: the Child Support Supplements to the March
Current Population Survey (CSS-CPS), the National Survey of Families and
Households (NSFH), end the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth, Child
Survey (NLSY-Child). Each of these data sets has unique advantages; and
while no one of them is perfect, together they will enable us to
identify changes in key variables and relationships between the
variables in our evaluation model. Upon reflection, other data sets may
be even better suited for some parts of the evaluation.

The Current Population Survey (CPS). The March CPS is a

nationally representative sample of 50,000 households which gathers
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information on income and demographics. Beginning in 1979 and
continuing biannually since 1982,% the March Current Population Survey
has been used to develop a sample of mothers with children potentially
eligible for child support. These mothers are reinterviewed about their
child support status in April of the same year, and the two files are
merged. The Child Support Supplement, which contains 3500 mothers,
includes questions about whether the mother was initially awarded child
support. If the answer is no, she is asked to explain why; if the answer
is yes, she is asked about the amount of payments due in the previous
year and the amount actually paid. In addition, there are questions
about child support services received.

The major advantages of the CPS-CSS are its large sample size, its
long baseline data series of cross sections, and its detailed
information on awards and payments. Irwin Garfinkel and Philip Robins
have recently begun using the CPS-CSS to evaluate the effects of the
1984 Child Support Act.

A major weakness of the CPS-CSS survey is its limitation to
children who live apart from their fathers. Eventually this design will
vitiate its usefulness for evaluating the effects of child support
reforms on child support payments. To the extent that one of the
consequences of the child support reforms is that the number of children
living with their fathers and apart from their mothers increases, the
CPS-CSS sample will become increasingly unrepresentative of children
potentially eligible for child support. For this reason, we recommend
that the CPS-CSS sample be extended to include children who live apart

from their mothers.
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Another limitsztion in the CPS-CSS is the lack of data on
visitation or other forms of contact between the nonresident parent and
the child, and the lack of data on child well-being. The only
information the survey contains on child well-being is school enrollment
(available for children currently living in the household). This can be
used to determine whether child support payments are related to
finishing high school. For the CPS-CSS to regularly include questions
on visitation, contact, and child well-being would increase the length
of the interview and thereby increase costs and perhaps decrease quality
by increasing refusals and noncompletions. Moreover, as discussed
below, other surveys contain such data. If the sample sizes of these
other surveys prove to be too small, however, it may make sense to
collect such data in the CSS every third or fifth time.

The National Longitudinal Survey of Youth (NLSY). The NLSY is a

survey of approximately 13,000 young men and women who have been
interviewed annually since 1979. The sample consists of a national
sample of civilian and military respondents between the ages of 14 and
21, with overrepresentation of poor whites, blacks, and Hispanics. The
panel contains extensive information on respondents’ school, employment,
and family formation behavior as well as information on the amount of
annual household income and its sources (earnings, public and private
transfers). For respondents who become parents, the survey asks about
child care utilization and parental time with children. For respondents
who become single parents, either because of divorce or out-of-wedlock
birth, the survey asks about child support payments and visitation

between the child and nonresident father.
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In 1986 and 1988, the children of NLSY female respondents were
given an extensive set of tests designed to measure their cognitive,
socio-emotional, and physiological development. The child measures vary
according to the age of the child, which ranges from 1 month to 12
years. The child sample consists of nearly 5000 children, including
about 2400 whites, 1600 blacks, and 900 Hispanics. When combined with
the information on parents in the NLSY panel, the child assessment data
provide an excellent means of examining the relationship between family
environment and child well-being. Analyses of the NLSY-child data are
currently under way and will provide baseline data for subsequent
evaluations of child support reform.%

The major advantages of the NLSY data are the high quality of the
child well-being measures, the longitudinal design, and the large sample
of children. As currently structured, the NLSY survey can be used to
evaluate several components of the child support reform model outlined
above. Specifically, the annual information on child support, alimony,
and visitation can be used to estimate (1) changes in the level of
payments, (2) the effects of child support payments on child well-being,
and (3) the effects of payments on father-child contact and child well-
being. The fact that children are followed over time allows us to
examine the effects of changes in child support payments on changes in
child well-being.

The major limitations of the NLSY data are (1) that school-age
children are not a representative sample, and (2) that information on
children living with their fathers is absent. Since the child sample is

limited to children born to mothers who were between 14 and 21 in 1979,
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it is not representative of children in every age range. Specifically,
all children over 8 years old in the 1986 supplement were born to teen
mothers, since none of the mothers are over 28. Thus, while the child
survey is ideal for studying the effects of child support reform on
preschool children, it is less useful for examining the effects on
school-age children. This limitation is self-correcting to some extent:
as the NLSY women grow older, the child sample will become increasingly
representative. However, the upper age ranges will continue to
overrepresent children born to teenage mothers.

The second limitation in the NLSY data arises from the fact that
all of the children in the survey are living with their natural mothers.
Thus we cannot examine the effects of child support on the well-being of
children who live apart from their mothers. Moreover, the information on
payments and father-child contact is based on the mother’s report. While
at first glance these would appear to be serious problems, recent
analyses comparing mothers’ and fathers’ responses to questions about
child support indicate that the mother’s report is consistent with
information on court records.® Moreover, even though we cannot examine
the well-being of children living with their fathers, we can determine
where the child lives and therefore whether child support reform alters
residential custody. Since we have complete fertility histories on all
of the NLSY women, we can identify cases in which children no longer
live with their mothers.

We recommend several additions to the current NLSY questionnaire
that would increase its usefulness for evaluating child support reform.

First, adding a question on the regularity of payments would enhance our
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ability to evaluate the impact of stability of payments along with the
level of payments on child well-being. Ideally, we would like to obtain
retrospective information on the stability of payments dating back to
the time of the original award. Second, obtaining mothers' reports of
the quality of father-child relations and the level of parental conflict
would be useful in helping to assess the net effect of payments on child
well-being.

The National Survey of Families and Households (NSFH). The NSFH

is a representative sample of approximately 13,000 households in the
United States in 1987, including an oversample of single-parent
families, black families, and recently married couples. The survey
contains detailed information on family relationships, including parent-
child relationships and parent-parent relationships. For children with a
nonresident parent, the survey asks about legal agreements regarding
child support and physical custody, the level and stability of current
child support payments, the quantity and quality of time spent with
nonresident parents, and the level of agreement or conflict between
parents. Child well-being is based on parent’s response to questions
concerning school achievement as well as psychological and social
adjustment. Several projects supported by the National Institute of
Child Health and Human Development (NICHD) are currently using the NSFH
data to examine the relationships among child support payments,
custodial arrangements, visitation, parent-child relations, parent-
parent relations, and child well-being.66 A follow-up survey of NSFH
respondents is planned for 1992 and should include about 500 children

whose parents divorce between 1987 and 1992.
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The NSFH survey has three major advantages over other data sets:
First, no other survey contains such extensive information on the
financial aspects of child support (including level and stability of
formal payments, informal contributions, and property settlements) and
custodial arrangements (including legal custody, residential custody,
and visitation).%’ Second, no other survey contains such detailed
information on the quality of parent-child relationships and parent-
parent relationships. Finally, no other survey collects information on
children living apart from their mothers and no other survey collects
fathers'’ reports as well as mothers' reports on all aspects of parental
behavior and child well-being.

The major limitation of the NSFH is sample size. The 1987 survey
contains information on approximately 1500 children who were eligible
for child support. Estimates indicate that the follow-up survey will
yield approximately 500 additional children whose parents divorce
between 1987 and 1992. This makes it difficult to examine race
differences in child support patterns and it also limits our ability to
examine atypical family arrangements, such as children of divorced
families who live with their fathers. In addition to supporting the
planned follow-up of the NSFH survey, we recommend two changes or
additions: first we suggest that retrospective information be collected
on the original amount of child-support awards for respondents who
divorced or had an out-of-wedlock birth between 1987 and 1992, and
second we recommend that information on child well-being be supplemented

with data from children’s school records.
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The three surveys discussed above are by no means the only
possible databases for evaluating child support reform. Given our
interests in children's well-being, however, they seem the most likely
candidates at the present time. Other longitudinal data sets that
should be considered in light of possible extensions and modifications
are the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID), the NLS Class of 1972

survey, and the High School and Beyond.
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