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Abstract  

This paper explores the ex ten t  to  which noncustodial f a the r s  can pay 

ch i ld  support by est imating the incomes of noncustodial f a t h e r s  and 

coup1 ing these est imates with simulations of a1  t e m a  t i v e  normative s tan- 

dards f o r  how much absent  parents  should be expected to  cont r ibute  to  the 

c o s t s  of rear ing  t h e i r  chi ldren.  

The paper f i r s t  develops a methodology fo r  est imating the incomes of 

noncus tod ia l  f a t h e r s  by es tabl i sh ing the r e l a  t ionship between the charac- 

t e r i s  t i c s  of wives and the incomes of t h e i r  husbands, in terpola t ing  the 

incomes of noncustodial f a the r s  on the bas is  of the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of 

the  mothers of t h e i r  chi ldren,  and adjus t ing  f o r  the f a c t  t h a t  nonmarried 

men have lower incomes than married men. The methodology is tested by 

comparing estimated incomes with reported incomes of noncustodial parents  

i n  a  number of data se t s .  

The estimated incomes a r e  then coupled with three d i f f e r e n t  normative 

standards f o r  determining ch i ld  support obl iga t ions .  

The study indica tes  t h a t  the amount tha t  is current ly  paid i n  chi ld  

support  ($6.1 b i l l i o n  i n  1981) is  f a r  below the amount t h a t  should be 

paid under the various standards--from $22 b i l l i o n  to $30 b i l l i o n .  I t  

would appear t h a t  noncustodial f a t h e r s  can pay a g rea t  deal  more than 

they a r e  now contr ibuting i n  ch i ld  support. 



INTRODUCTION 

The a b i l i t y  of noncustodial  f a t h e r s  to  pay c h i l d  suppor t  i s  a c r i t i -  

c a l  n a t i o n a l  i s sue .  By c h i l d  support,  we mean the  t r a n s f e r  of income to  

t h e  c u s t o d i a l  parent  of a c h i l d  with a l i v i n g  noncustodial  parent .  The 

t r a n s f e r  may be f inanced by e i t h e r  the noncustodial  pa ren t  o r  the govern- 

ment. Nearly one-half of the  next  genera t ion  w i l l  be p o t e n t i a l l y  e l i -  

g i b l e  f o r  c h i l d  suppor t  before they reach adul  thood.1 The c u r r e n t  

p r i v a t e  and publ ic  c h i l d  suppor t  t r a n s f e r  systems, however, a r e  gene ra l ly  

considered to  be inadequate. 

A t  p resent ,  noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s  t r a n s f e r  approximately $6 b i l l i o n  i n  

p r i v a t e  c h i l d  suppor t  t o  the cus tod ia l  mothers of t h e i r  ch i ldren .  Yet 

on ly  60 pe rcen t  of noncustodial  f a t h e r s  have a l e g a l  o b l i g a t i o n  to pay 

c h i l d  support.  Furthermore, those wi th  l e g a l  ob l iga t ions  should have 

pa id  nea r ly  $9.4 b i l l i o n  r a t h e r  than only $6.1 b i l l i o n .  Only half  of 

those  with a l e g a l  o b l i g a t i o n  paid the f u l l  amount, and nealy one-third 

pa id  nothing.2 

About one of every three  c h i l d r e n  e l i g i b l e  f o r  c h i l d  suppor t  i s  poor 

and on   elf are.^ Publ ic  t r a n s f e r s  i n  wel fare  programs--Aid to Famil ies  

w i t h  Dependent Children, Food Stamps, Medicaid, Publ ic  Housing, and a 

h o s t  of smaller  programs--dwarf p r i v a t e  c h i l d  suppor t  t r ans fe r s .  The 

r a t i o  is about  4 t o  1.4 

I n  response t o  t h i s  s t a t e  of a f f a i r s ,  Congress has enacted a series 

o f  i nc reas ing ly  s t rong  f e d e r a l  laws to s t rengthen  p r i v a t e  c h i l d  suppor t  

enforcement. The e a r l i e s t  laws, beginning i n  1950, were aimed only a t  

noncus todia l  f a t h e r s  of ch i ld ren  rece iv ing  AFDC. But f o r  over a decade 

now Congress has gradual ly  extended these  laws to  cover a l l  ch i ld ren  



p o t e n t i a l l y  e l i g i b l e  f o r  c h i l d  support ,  i r r e s p e c t i v e  of the  income of 

t h e i r  fami l ies .5  I n  1984 Congress unanimously passed the  s t r o n g e s t  

l e g i s l a t i o n  t o  date .  It r equ i r e s  s t a t e s  to (1)  withhold c h i l d  suppor t  

o b l i g a t i o n s  from wages f o r  c h i l d  suppor t  o b l i g o r s  t h a t  incur  a 

delinquency equal  to  one month's payment and (2)  appoin t  blue ribbon com- 

miss ions  t o  devise  s ta tewide  s tandards f o r  e s t a b l i s h i n g  how much c h i l d  

suppor t  noncus t o d i a l  parents  should pay. 

Can s t rengthening  publ ic  c h i l d  suppor t  enforcement of p r i v a t e  c h i l d  

suppor t  t r a n s f e r s  subs t a n t i a l l y  reduce poverty, o r  wel fare  c o s t s ,  o r  

we l f a re  dependence? I n  l a r g e  pa r t ,  the answers to  these ques t ions  depend 

upon noncus t o d i a l  parents '  a b i l i t y  to  pay c h i l d  support.  

S o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s ,  qua s c i e n t i s t s ,  cannot  determine how much c h i l d  

suppor t  noncus todia l  parents  can a f f o r d  to  pay. For how much a non- 

c u s t o d i a l  pa ren t  can a f f o r d  to  pay has a normative a s  wel l  a s  an a c t u a l  

component. The a c t u a l  component is  how much income do noncustodial  

pa ren t s  have. The normative component is how much of a given income 

should be shared with nonres iden t i a l  ch i ldren .  Though s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t s  

cannot  r e so lve  the i s s u e  of noncustodial  f a t h e r s '  a b i l i t y  to pay c h i l d  

suppor t ,  they can c o n t r i b u t e  to an  i n t e l l i g e n t  d i scuss ion  of the  i s s u e  i n  

two ways: (1 )  by es t imat ing  the  incomes of noncus t o d i a l  parents ,  and (2) 

by coupling these  e s t ima te s  with s imulat ions of a 1  t e r n a t i v e  normative 

s tandards to  d e p i c t  t he  consequences of employing these s tandards  on 

e s t i m a t e s  of a b i l i t y  t o  pay c h i l d  support.  This  paper does both. 

No da t a  sources provide income da ta  f o r  a r ep re sen ta t ive  sample of 

noncus t o d i a l  f a the r s .  The Census and Current  Popula t ion  Survey (CPS) 

provide da t a  on the  incomes of divorced and separa ted  men. But only a 



s u b s e t  of these men a r e  f a the r s .  More important,  remarried and n e v e r  

marr ied noncustodial  f a t h e r s  cannot be i d e n t i f i e d  by e i t h e r  of these 

sources.  The incomes of divorced and separated f a t h e r s  a r e  l i k e l y  to  be 

lower than the incomes of remarried f a t h e r s  and higher  than those of 

never-married f a t h e r s  because men wi th  higher  income a r e  more l i k e l y  to 

be  a t t r a c t i v e  mates and the re fo re  a r e  more l i k e l y  to  marry.6 There a r e  

s e v e r a l  o t h e r  da t a  s e t s  wi th  subsamples of noncustodial  f a t h e r s .  I n  a l l  

c a s e s ,  a s  we show below, however, the subsamples a r e  unrepresenta t ive  of 

t he  universe of a l l  noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s ,  and income es t imates  der ived 

from them a r e  theref  o r e  sub j e c  t to  s e l e c t i o n  b ias .  

I n  t h i s  paper, we develop a methodology f o r  der iv ing  the f i r s t  income 

d i s t r i b u t i o n  e s t ima te s  of a na t iona l ly  r ep re sen ta t ive  sample of non- 

c u s t o d i a l  f a t h e r s  .7 The methodology includes a s t ra ight forward  ad jus t -  

ment f o r  s e l e c t i v i t y  b i a s  which is an a l t e r n a t i v e  to  the convent ional  

method developed by ~eckman . We then rep1 i c a  t e  the methodology to  

o b t a i n  income es t imates  f o r  subsamples of noncustodial  f a t h e r s  i n  s eve ra l  

a l t e r n a t i v e  da t a  s e t s  and compare the es t imates  t o  reported income i n  

each d a t a  s e t .  F ina l ly ,  we couple the est imated incomes with three  d i f -  

f e r e n t  normative s tandards f o r  determining c h i l d  support  ob l iga t ions .  

The following s e c t i o n  descr ibes  our methods and data .  The th i rd  sec- 

t ion  p re sen t s  the income es t imat ion  and r e p l i c a  t i o n  r e s u l t s .  The fou r th  

s e c t i o n  desc r ibes  the normative s tandards simulated and presents  the 

r e s u l t s  of the  s imulat ions.  The paper ends wi th  a b r i e f  summary and 

conclusion.  



11. METHODS AND DATA 

To develop our es t imates  of noncustodial f a t h e r s '  income, we assume 

a s s o r t i v e  mating and t h a t  the r e l a t i o n s h i p  of wives' c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  to  

husbands' income is s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  of the cus tod ia l  mothers' charac- 

t e r i t i c s  to  the  noncustodial  f a t h e r s '  income. I f  l i k e  tends to  mate with 

l i k e ,  the women's demographic c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  should be a good proxy f o r  

t he  men's. We reg res s  the  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of wives on t h e i r  husbands' 

income. We then use the est imated c o e f f i c i e n t s  from t h i s  regress ion  t o  

p r e d i c t  the incomes of noncustodial f a t h e r s  based on the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  

of the cus tod ia l  mothers. The r e s u l t i n g  es t imates  , however, a r e  sub jec t  

t o  s e l e c t i v i t y  b i a s  in so fa r  a s  noncustodial f a t h e r s  a r e  a s e l e c t  sub- 

sample of a l l  f a the r s .  A s  a consequence we a d j u s t  our es t imates  to  take 

account  of the f a c t  t h a t  divorced, separated,  and never-married men have 

lower incomes than married men of the same c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  We reduce 

the  est imated incomes by the r a t i o  of divorced o r  separated o r  never- 

married men' s income t o  married men' s income, c o n t r o l l i n g  f o r  the men' s 

demographic c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  This  simple s t ra ight forward  procedure is 

our  a 1  te rna  t i v e  to  the conventional s e l e c t i v i t y  b i a s  adjus bnent 

procedure. 

I n  add i t ion ,  we t r i e d  a more conventional approach o r i g i n a l l y  

suggested by Heckman, bu t  i t  d id  not  work. The r e s u l t s  were n o t  s ign i f  i- 

c a n t  and the s i g n  of the c o e f f i c i e n t  f o r  the s e l e c t i o n  was wrong ( i .e . ,  

negat ive) .  These r e s u l t s  lead  us to  be l ieve  t h a t  we were possibly 

v i o l a t i n g  the assumptions of the procedure. I t  has been demonstrated 

t h a t  the two-step procedure i s  no t  robust  i n  regard t o  minor depar tures  

from normality.9 



I n  o rde r  to  t e s t  the r e l i a b i l i t y  of the approach adopted here ,  the 

p r e d i c t i o n s  a r e  rep1 i c a  ted f o r  t h ree  d i f f e r e n t  subsamples of noncus t o d i a l  

f a  them-- two from d i f f e r e n t  da t a  s e  ts--which have three  d i f f e r e n t  sources 

of  repor ted  f a t h e r s '  income. The r e p l i c a t i o n s  a r e  then compared to  the 

repor ted  noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s '  income. 

The major da t a  s e t ,  used f o r  both the  income es t ima t ion  and f o r  one 

r e p l i c a  t i o n ,  i s  the 1979 Current  Populat ion Survey--Child Support 

Supplement. The CPS-CSS is  a match f i l e  conta in ing  the records of 3,547 

women who were p o t e n t i a l l y  e l i g i b l e  t o  rece ive  c h i l d  support  i n  t h a t  they 

had c h i l d r e n  under 21 years  of age whose f a t h e r  was l i v i n g  away from 

home. These women were interviewed i n  both March, when the annual 

demographic and income survey was administered;  and i n  Apr i l ,  when the 

f  irs t c h i l d  suppor t  supplementary ques t ionnai re  was adminis tered.  The 

c h i l d  suppor t  supplement conta ins  numerous quest ions on c h i l d  support ,  

inc luding ,  most important ly,  the  amounts of c h i l d  support  both l e g a l l y  

owed and a c t u a l l y  paid and the cus tod ia l  parent '  s r e p o r t  of the income 

and m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  of the absent  f a the r .  A s  such, the CPS-CSS is the 

b e s t  d a t a  s e t  f o r  ob ta in ing  n a t i o n a l l y  r ep re sen ta t ive  es t imates  of (1)  

t h e  population of c h i l d r e n  l i v i n g  with mothers p o t e n t i a l l y  e l i g i b l e  f o r  

c h i l d  support ;  ( 2 )  how much c h i l d  support  the mothers a r e  l e g a l l y  en- 

t i t l e d  t o ,  and how much they a c t u a l l y  rece ive ;  and (3)  the  incomes of 

noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s  . 
The major weakness of the CPS-CSS , is t h a t  four-f i f  ths  of the non- 

c u s t o d i a l  mothers e i t h e r  were n o t  asked o r  did n o t  respond to  the 

q ues t i o n s  about  the noncus t o d i a l  f a  t h e r s  ' income and mari t a l  s t a  t u s  . l o  

Consequently, the sample of respondents is  a highly s e l e c t  one. I n  



e x t r a p o l a t i n g  from the r e l a  t i onsh ips  w i th in  t h i s  s e l e c t  population to  the 

e n t i r e  populat ion of noncustodial  parents ,  i t  is  unclear  how big the 

s e l e c t i v i t y  b i a s  would be. I n  view of the f a c t  t h a t  the conventional 

method f o r  a d j u s t i n g  f o r  such s e l e c t i v i t y  b i a s  is no t  robus t ,  we do n o t  

use  these  repor ted  da ta  t o  develop our es t imates  of noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s '  

income. Ins tead ,  we choose the approach descr ibed above, which r e l i e s  

upon the  r e l a t i o n s h i p  of wives' c h a r a c t e r i s  t i c s  to husbands' income. We 

do use the  repor ted  da t a  on noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s '  income i n  the  CPS-CSS 

a s  one check aga i n s  t our pred ic t ion  me thodology . 
An a d d i t i o n a l  da t a  source,  the 1976 U.S. Survey of Income and 

Education ( s IE) ,  i s  used to  es t imate  the  mar i t a l  s t a t u s  adjustment.  The 

uniqueness of t h i s  da t a  source and the reason we use it here is  t h a t  i t  

permi ts  the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  of men who were previously married and had 

c h i l d r e n  under 18 a t  the  time of t h e i r  s epa ra t ion  o r  divorce. This 

n a t i o n a l l y  r ep re sen ta t ive  sample of divorced o r  separated noncustodial  

f a t h e r s  is combined wi th  a sample of present ly  married men with ch i ld ren  

under 18 and never-married men. The weakness of t h i s  da t a  is  t h a t  non- 

c u s t o d i a l  f a t h e r s  of ch i ld ren  born o u t  of wedlock were no t  interviewed,  

and the  divorced and separated noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s  a r e  s e l f - i d e n t i f  i ed ,  

subs  t a n t i a l l y  underreported, and, therefore ,  most l i k e l y  a s e l e c t  group 

o f  a l l  noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s  .ll 

To f u r t h e r  check on the r e l i a b i l i t y  of our es t imates ,  we r e p l i c a t e  

and compare them t o  r epo r t s  of noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s '  income i n  two o t h e r  

s e l e c t  subsamples of f a t h e r s  i n  two o the r  da t a  s e t s .  The f i r s t  addi- 

t i o n a l  d a t a  s e t  we use is the Michigan Panel  Study of Income Dynamics 

(PSID) . The PSID i s  a l ong i tud ina l  study t h a t  began i n  1968 wi th  a 



r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  sample of American f ami l i e s  and an oversample of low- 

income and black fami l ies .  I n  a l l ,  4,802 f a m i l i e s  were interviewed i n  

1968. I n  each subsequent year ,  the PSID attempted to  interview a l l  

fami ly  heads ( o r  sur roga tes )  p lus  a l l  members of the o r i g i n a l  family who 

l e f t  the  family. I n  1980, the  t h i r t e e n t h  wave of the study and the l a s t  

included i n  our  a n a l y s i s ,  there  were 6,553 f ami l i e s  interviewed. Our 

sample c o n s i s t s  of the 700 married couples who experienced a divorce o r  

s e p a r a t i o n  during the 13  yea r s  of the study and who had c h i l d r e n  a t  the 

t ime of the m a r i t a l  s p l i t .  Of the 700 cases  s e l ec t ed ,  i n  343 the  f a t h e r  

became a nonrespondent a f  t e r  the m a r i t a l  s p l i t ,  i n  216 cases  the mother 

became a nonrespondent, and i n  141 cases  both the mother and f a t h e r  were 

respondents  a f  t e r  the s p l i t .  

The p r i n c i p a l  advantage of the PSID is  t h a t  it conta ins  (1)  c u r r e n t  

income on about  one-half of the divorced and separated f a t h e r s  who were 

both  p a r t  of the f i r s t  wave sample i n  1967 and the l a s t  wave sample i n  

o u r  da t a  i n  1980 and (2)  predivorce income da t a  on the o t h e r  h a l f ,  who 

were n o t  r e t a ined  i n  the l a s t  wave of the sample. The p r i n c i p a l  l imi ta -  

t i o n s  of the PSID a r e  t h a t  (1)  i t  has no da t a  on the incomes of f a t h e r s  

o f  out-of-wedlock b i r t h s  nor mothers who divorced p r i o r  to  the beginning 

of  the  survey; (2)  t he  sample of divorced and separated mothers po ten- 

t i a l l y  e l i g i b l e  f o r  c h i l d  support  is small;  and (3)  t he re  has been such 

l a r g e  a t t r i t i o n  i n  the  o v e r a l l  sample between the f i r s t  and l a s t  waves 

t h a t  the  r ep re sen ta t ives  of remaining small  subsamples such a s  those e l i -  

g i b l e  f o r  c h i l d  support  i s  quest ionable.  

The second da t a  set is the Wisconsin Absent Pa ren t  Income Study 

(MAPS). WAPS was commissioned by the f e d e r a l  O f f i c e  of Child Support 



Enforcement f o r  the express purpose of determining the a b i l i t y  of non- 

c u s t o d i a l  f a t h e r s  of welfare chi ldren  to pay chi ld  support. I t  is a ran- 

dom sample of 2,021 AFDC cases with mothers po ten t i a l ly  e l i g i b l e  f o r  

ch i ld  support i n  Wisconsin a s  of September 1980. In  some cases there was 

more than one noncus tod ia l  f a the r .  In a l l ,  2,259 noncus tod ia l  f a t h e r s  

were ident i f ied .12 Child support enforcement records of these cases were 

consulted to  obta in  the s o c i a l  secur i ty  numbers of noncustodial f a the r s .  

These s o c i a l  s e c u r i t y  numbers were then used to obta in  the  noncustodial 

f a t h e r s '  income a s  reported i n  s t a t e  and federa l  income tax returns.  The 

advantages and disadvantages of t h i s  data s e t  a r e  obvious. I t  is the 

only data s e t  with income tax re turn  data on the incomes of the non- 

cus tod ia l  f a the r s .  Unfortunately i t  is l imi ted  to Wisconsin and to non- 

c u s t o d i a l  f a t h e r s  of AFDC children.  Moreover, soc ia l  secur i ty  numbers 

were obtained f o r  only 1,468 of the 2,259 noncustodial f a the r s  and tax 

r e t u r n s  were obtained f o r  only 821 of these noncustodial f a the r s .  

111. INCOME ESTIMATION AND REPLICATION RESULTS 

This sec t ion  i s  divided i n t o  two par ts .  I n  the f i r s t  p a r t  we 

descr ibe  i n  some d e t a i l  both the intermediate and f i n a l  products in  es  ti- 

mating the incomes of noncustodial f a the r s  based on the r e l a t ionsh ip  of a 

wife '  s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  to her husband' s income. In  the second p a r t  these 

es t imates  a r e  r ep l i ca ted  and compared to the reported fa the r s '  income f o r  

subsamples of absent  f a t h e r s  i n  the CPS-CSS, the PSID, and WAPS data. 

A.  Income Estimation: Wife' s Charac t e r i s  tics/Husband8 s Income 

Our sample f o r  est imating the wife 's  charac t e r i s  tics/husband8 s income 

regress ion  cons i s t s  of a l l  married couples with chi ldren  under age 18 



from the 1979 CPS ( n  = 12,164). Separate  regress ions  f o r  nonwhites and 

whi tes  a r e  est imated.  The dependent v a r i a b l e  is  the log of the husband's 

income from a l l  sources except  welfare.  The independent va r i ab l e s  

inc lude  the c h a r a c t e r i s  t i c s  of the woman: age,  education, number of 

c h i l d r e n ,  and geographic l oca t ion .  I n  add i t i on ,  because the dependent 

v a r i a b l e  i s  the  log  of income, those with zero incomes were assigned a 

va lue  of $50 r a t h e r  than excluding them from the regress ion ,  and a dummy 

v a r i a b l e  was c rea ted  f o r  them. 

The r e s u l t s  of the wif e '  s c h a r a c t e r i s  t ics/husband'  s income regress ion  

a r e  presented i n  Table 1. Wives' c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a r e  good p red ic to r s  of 

husbands' income. A l l  bu t  a few of the c o e f f i c i e n t s  a r e  h ighly  s i g n i f i -  

2 can t .  The R is  a r t i f i c i a l l y  high because of the inc lus ion  of the income 

dummy f o r  those wi th  zero o r  nega t ive  income. I n  a regress ion  without 

2 
t h e  income dummy, the R was equal  to  only .15. Although a l o t  of 

v a r i a t i o n  i s  unexplained, t h i s  is a l s o  t rue  i n  microdata wage r a t e  

equat ions.  What the  combination of the highly s i g n i f i c a n t  ind iv idua l  

c o e f f i c i e n t s  and low aggregate  R~ suggests  is t h a t  on average we can pre- 

d i c t  a husband's income on the b a s i s  of h i s  w i fe ' s  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  f a i r l y  

w e l l ,  bu t  i n  each case  there  w i l l  be a l a r g e  s tandard e r r o r .  

The c o e f f i c i e n t s  i n  Table 1 can  be used to  obta in  a po in t  e s t ima te  of 

noncus todia l  f a t h e r s '  income f o r  each cus tod ia l  mother i n  our  sample of 

mothers p o t e n t i a l l y  e l i g i b l e  f o r  c h i l d  support.  I n  view of the f a c t  t h a t  

marr ied males ea rn  more than divorced, separa ted ,  and never-married 

males,  however, t h i s  po in t  e s t ima te  w i l l  be too high. 

The f i r s t  panel i n  Table 2 p re sen t s  the regress ion  r e s u l t s  f o r  the 

m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  adjustment  regress ion  using the sample of men from the 



Table 1 

Step 1 Income Regression 

Dependent Variable: Log of Annual Income of Husband 

Whites Nonwhites 

Explanatory Variables 
Age 

Age*Educa t ion 

Education < 9 

Education 9-1 1 

Education > 12 

Non-central c i t y  

Non-SMSA 

2 Children 

3+ Children 

Nor theas t region 

South region 

West region 

Income dummy 

Intercept 



Table 1 ,  continued 

Dependent Variable: Log of  Annual Income of Husband 

Whites Nonwhites 

F test 605.83 116.41 

Number o f  observations 10,590 1,214 

Mean squared error  .54216 .54369 

Mean o f  Dependent Variables  9.543 9.212 

Note: Standard errors  are  i n  parentheses. 



SIE .  Notice t h a t  the p a t t e r n  of the c o e f f i c i e n t s  f o r  the  male charac- 

t e r i s t i c s  of age and educat ion a r e  s i m i l a r  t o  the p a t t e r n  of the wives' 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  i n  Table 1.  h he R', n o t  su rp r i s ing ly ,  is higher  i n  t h i s  

r eg res s ion  than the l a s t . )  Most important, no te  t h a t  the m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  

c o e f f i c i e n t s  a r e  highly s i g n i f i c a n t  and l a rge ,  even a f t e r  c o n t r o l l i n g  f o r  

o t h e r  male c h a r a c t e r i s  t i c s .  These c o e f f i c i e n t s  imply t h a t  holding 

demographic c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  constant ,  divorced and separated white  males 

have only about three-quarters  the income of married white  males. N e v e r  

married white  males have incomes t h a t  a r e  only 50 percent  of those of 

married men. 

The c o e f f i c i e n t s  i n  Table 1 were used to p r e d i c t  the f a t h e r ' s  income 

f o r  each mother i n  the  1979 CPS-CSS sample. The r e l evan t  c o e f f i c i e n t s  i n  

Table  2 were used to  a d j u s t  these p red ic t ions  by the marital s t a t u s  of 

t h e  f a t h e r .  For the  mar i t a l  s t a t u s  co r rec t ion ,  i f  the mother is  

separa ted ,  i t  is reasonable to  assume the f a t h e r  is  a s  well .  Such an  

assump t i o n  w i l l  l e ad  to  a n  underestimate of noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s '  income 

r e s u l t i n g  from bigamy and/or misreport ing,  but  the e r r o r  should be small. 

How to determine the mar i t a l  s t a t u s  of the  noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s  when the 

mothers a r e  divorced, remarried, o r  neve rmar r i ed  is s l i g h t l y  more 

problematic.  For the  divorced and remarried, w e  obtained an es t imate  of 

t h e  p robab i l i t y  t h a t  a male wi th  the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of the mother would 

b e  remarried. We then used the p robab i l i t y  t o  weight the adjustment f o r  

t hese  two groups. For the never-married, we assumed t h a t  the  males were 

a l s o  never married. Because some f a t h e r s  of the ch i ld ren  of n e v e r  

married mothers a r e  married, t h i s  w i l l  c l e a r l y  lead  t o  an  underestimate 

of t he  incomes of the noncustodial f a t h e r s  of ch i ld ren  of neve rmar r i ed  



Table 2 

Marital Status and AFDC Status Regressions 

Dependent Variable: Log of Annual Income of Man 

Marital Status AFDC Status 
White Nonwhite White Nonwhi t e  

(1976 SIE) (1979 CPS-CSS) 

Explanatory Variables 

Age 

Education < 9 

Education 9-1 1 

Education > 12 

Non-central c i t y  

2 Children 

3+ Children -- -- 

Northeast region -- -- 

South region -- -- 

( table continues) 



Table 2, continued 

Dependent Variable: Log of Annual Income of Man 

Marital Status AFDC Status 
White Nonwhite White Nonwhite 

(1976 SIE) (1979 CPS-CSS) 

Explanatory Variables 

West region -- -- .01854 .5486 
( .07681) ( .30954) 

Income dummy -4.70438 -3.92412 -- -- 
( .03961) ( .09033) 

Divorced 

Separated -.23966 -.51656 -- -- 
( .06915) ( .1182) 

Never married -.68797 -.91063 -- -- 
( .01606) ( .06175) 

AFDC recipient -- -- 

Intercept 7.3776 7.78489 8.69303 10.00843 

F t e s t  2,216.38 350.38 9.169 1.299 

Number of 
observations 21,570 1,544 608 58 

Mean of dependent 
variable 9.516 9.2119 9.581 9.385 

Note: Standard errors are in parentheses. 



mothers. This  underest imate is  almost c e r t a i n l y  more important than the 

f i r s t  and may be q u a n t i t a t i v e l y  important enough to  warrant  f u t u r e  sen- 

s i t i v i  t y  t e s t s  and f u r t h e r  refinement of the me thodology . 
Table 3 p re sen t s  the r e s u l t i n g  es t imates  of the mean income of non- 

c u s t o d i a l  f a t h e r s  by the r ace  and m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  of the cus tod ia l  

mothers. The average income i n  1983 d o l l a r s  equal led $19,346. The 

average income of a l l  males age  25-64 i n  1983 was $22,482.13 I n  s h o r t ,  

noncus todia l  f a t h e r s  have somewhat l e s s ,  bu t  no t  a whole l o t  l e s s  income 

than  prime-working-age males. 

Di f fe rences  i n  incomes by the r a c i a l  and m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  of the mother 

a r e  dramatic.  Not s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  the incomes of f a t h e r s  of nonwhite 

c h i l d r e n  a r e  only ha l f  t h a t  of the white  f a t h e r s .  But the d i f f e r ences  

w i t h i n  r a c i a l  groups between the never-married and the remarried a r e  even 

more drama t i c .  Among whites  the r a t i o  i s  near ly  3 t o  1 , while among 

b l acks  the  r a t i o  is  g r e a t e r  than 3 t o  1. 

B .  Rep l i ca t ion  and Comparison f o r  S e l e c t  Subsamples 

To a s s e s s  the  r e l i a b i l i t y  of the income es t imates  from the wi fe ' s  

characteristics/husband' s income methodology a s  implemented with the 

CPS-CSS, we use the  c o e f f i c i e n t s  est imated from the  CPS-CSS d a t a  to  pre- 

d i c t  the  incomes of noncustodial  f a t h e r s  n o t  only i n  the CPS-CSS b u t  a l s o  

i n  both the  PSID and WAPS data .  We then compare the predic ted  incomes 

w i t h  the a c t u a l  incomes a s  reported i n  each of the three  da t a  s e t s .  

For our  r e p l i c a t i o n s ,  which u t i l i z e  the WAPS da ta ,  we need to make an 

a d d i t i o n a l  s e l e c t i o n  adjustment  r e l a t e d  to  the AFDC s t a t u s  of the custo- 

d i a l  family. A sample of noncustodial  f a t h e r s  of AFDC c h i l d r e n  is  a 



Table 3 

Mean Income of Noncustodial Parents in 1983 Dollars 
(By marital status of custodial parent and race) 

Marital Status of Race 
Custodial Parent White Nonwhite A l l  

Never married $ 9,952 $ 6,285 $ 7,775 

Separa ted 17,747 10,551 14,712 

Divorced 24,760 17,824 23,600 

Widowed 21,533 20,188 21,261 

Remarried 25,379 21,257 25,006 

A l l  22,533 11,285 19,346 



s e l e c t  sample of a l l  noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s  with r e s p e c t  t o  both income and 

t h e  payment of c h i l d  support.  The less income the f a t h e r  has ,  the  less 

he  w i l l  pay i n  c h i l d  support.  The less c h i l d  suppor t  a family r ece ives ,  

t h e  more l i k e l y  they a r e  t o  be on welfare .  Table 2 con ta in s  the 

r e g r e s s i o n  r e s u l  ts f o r  the  AFDC adjustment  es t imated using the  subsample 

o f  t he  CPS-CSS t h a t  responded t o  t he  noncustodial-father '  s income 

ques t ion .  The dependent v a r i a b l e  is the  log  of the mother 's  e s t ima te  of 

t h e  f a t h e r '  s income. The explanatory v a r i a b l e s  a r e  our  s tandard set of 

mother 's  c h a r a c t e r i s  t i c s .  We included a dummy v a r i a b l e  f o r  the  mother 's  

AFDC s t a t u s .  The c o e f f i c i e n t s  and t h e i r  s tandard e r r o r s  ( i n  parentheses)  

f o r  whi tes  and nonwhites r e spec t ive ly  a r e  .43 (.09) and .45 (.28). 

Although the  s tandard  e r r o r  f o r  nonwhites is much l a r g e r ,  the  coef- 

f i c i e n t s  f o r  both groups a r e  near ly  i d e n t i c a l .  The small  sample s i z e  f o r  

nonwhites ( n  = 58) sugges ts  one reason f o r  the weaker r e l a t i o n s h i p .  

These r e s u l t s  s t rong ly  sugges t  t h a t  f o r  whites  a t  l e a s t ,  t he  AFDC s t a t u s  

o f  t he  c u s t o d i a l  family is s t rong ly  r e l a t e d  t o  the  income of the non- 

c u s t o d i a l  parent .  Consequently, w e  used the  c o e f f i c i e n t s  t o  a d j u s t  the 

e s tima ted  incomes of noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s  f o r  divorced and separa ted  AFDC 

f a m i l i e s  f o r  both races .  

Table  4 p re sen t s  the  a c t u a l  and pred ic ted  incomes and the percentage 

d i f f e r e n c e s  between them f o r  the  th ree  subsamples of noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s  

i n  t he  CPS-CSS, the PSID, and the WAPS. The r e s u l t s  a r e  disaggregated by 

race .  I n  f i v e  of the s i x  comparison, p red ic ted  income is less than 

r epo r t ed  income. And i n  the  one ca se  i n  which pred ic ted  income exceeds 

r epo r t ed  income--CPS-CSS whites--the d i f f e r e n c e  i s  only 2 percent .  These 



Table 4 

Replica t ion of Noncus todial Father Income Estimates 
( 1983 Dollars) 

Sample 

Percentage 
Difference 

Reported Predicted Col. 2 - Col. 1 
Income Income Col. 1 

CPS-CSS : Custodial r e ~ o r t s  of noncus todian' s income 

Whites 
Nonwhites 

PSID: Divorced and s e ~ a r a t e d  noncustodians 

Whites 
Nonwhites 

WAPS: Income tax returns for  noncustodians of AFDC children 

Whites 
Nonwhites 



r e s u l  ts s t rong ly  suggest  t h a t  we a r e  n o t  overest imating noncus t o d i a l  

f a t h e r s '  income. 

The r e s u l t s  f o r  nonwhites sugges t  t h a t  we may be underestimating 

t h e i r  incomes. I f  so,  t he  most l i k e l y  explanat ion is t h a t  w e  a r e  o v e r  

c o r r e c t i n g  f o r  t he  AFDC s e l e c t i o n  b i a s  i n  the nonwhite sample. Reca l l  

t h a t  t he  c o e f f i c i e n t  f o r  nonwhites i n  our  adjustment equat ion  was l e s s  

than twice i t s  s tandard e r r o r .  On the  o t h e r  hand, t he  sample s i z e  was 

only  58 and the  magnitude of the  c o e f f i c i e n t  was almost  i d e n t i c a l  t o  the 

magnitude of t he  white  c o e f f i c i e n t ,  which was highly s i g n i f i c a n t .  

An a l t e r n a t i v e  explana t ion  f o r  t he  discrepancy between the  predic ted  

and reported income es t ima te s  f o r  nonwhites is t h a t  the reported e s  ti- 

mates a r e  too high because of s e l e c t i o n  bias .  The repor ted  incomes i n  

a l l  the  subsamples should be too high owing t o  income-related s e l e c t i v i t y  

b i a s .  I n  t h e  CPS-CSS, women a r e  more l i k e l y  to  know the  incomes of non- 

c u s t o d i a l  f a t h e r s ,  the  more r egu la r  and s t a b l e  the noncustodial  f a t h e r  

and h i s  income. I n  the  PSID, the  more s t a b l e  t he  noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r ,  

t h e  more l i k e l y  he is  n o t  t o  have dropped from the  sample. F i n a l l y ,  i n  

t h e  WAPS, the more s t a b l e  the  noncustodial  f a t h e r ,  t he  more l i k e l y  h i s  

whereabouts and s o c i a l  s e c u r i t y  number would be known and the  more l i k e l y  

he  f i l e d  a n  income tax  re turn .  It seems p l a u s i b l e  t h a t  t he  s e l e c t i o n  

b i a s  is s t ronge r  f o r  nonwhites than f o r  whites  and s t r o n g e s t  f o r  nonwhite 

f a t h e r s  of AFDC c h i l d r e n  wi th  r e s p e c t  to  f i l i n g  income t ax  re turns .  

I n  our judgment, the  major source of t he  discrepancy between the  

r epo r t ed  and predic ted  incomes f o r  nonwhites is  s e l e c t i v i t y  b i a s  i n  the  

former,  and the re fo re  t h e  predic ted  incomes f o r  nonwhites a r e  more 

r e l i a b l e  than the  repor ted  income. In t e rp re t ed  i n  t h i s  fash ion ,  the  



r e p l i c a t i o n s  provide s t rong  evidence f o r  the r e l i a b i l i t y  of the wife'  s 

charac  t e r i s  t ics /husbandl  s income methodology. A t  worst,  the r e p l i c a t i o n s  

provide s t rong  evidence t h a t  the methodology is  r e l i a b l e  f o r  whites  and 

underest imates  the  incomes of blacks. 

C .  Summary 

We used c u s t o d i a l  mothers' c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  to p red ic t  the incomes of 

noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s .  We then ad jus ted  the es t imates  f o r  s e l e c t i v i t y  

b a i s e s  a s soc i a t ed  with the m a r i t a l  and AFDC s t a t u s  of the c u s t o d i a l  

mothers . We found t h a t  the  incomes of noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s  a r e  somewhat 

b u t  n o t  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  below the average income f o r  prime working-age 

males: $19,346 vs.  $22,482. 

To t e s t  the r e l i a b i l i t y  of the methodology, we used the c o e f f i c i e n t s  

es t imated  wi th  the CPS-CSS da ta  to  p r e d i c t  incomes f o r  t h ree  s e l e c t  sub- 

samples i n  the  CPS-CSS, the PSID, and the WAPS da ta  f o r  which non- 

c u s t o d i a l  f a t h e r s '  income da ta  were ava i l ab l e .  Depending upon how the 

n o n t r i v i a l  d i f f e r ences  be tween the reported and predicted incomes f o r  

nonwhites is i n t e r p r e t e d ,  the comparisons suggest e i t h e r  t h a t  the wife' s 

charac  t e r i s  t ics /husbandl  s income me thodology is  r e l i a b l e  i n  genera l  o r  is 

r e l i a b l e  f o r  whites  and underpredicts  f o r  nonwhites. 

I V .  SIMULATION OF ABILITY TO PAY CHILD SUPPORT 

Our e s t ima te s  of noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s '  income i n d i c a t e  t h a t  t h e i r  

average  income i n  1983 was equal  t o  about $19,000. We suspec t  t h a t  to  

most people t h i s  would suggest  a s u b s t a n t i a l  a b i l i t y  to  pay ch i ld  

support.  But a s  noted i n  the In t roduct ion ,  a b i l i t y  to  pay depends upon 



both income and a normative standard which s p e c i f i e s  how much of a given 

income should be devoted t o  c h i l d  support.  For example, should the c h i l d  

suppor t  ob l iga t ion  of the noncustodial parent  depend upon the income of 

t h e  cus tod ia l  parent  o r  whether the noncustodial parent  has s t a r t e d  a new 

family? Should a por t ion  of the noncustodial pa ren t ' s  income be s e t  

a s i d e  f o r  h i s  own needs before any ob l iga t ion  is assessed? 

I n  the f i r s t  p a r t  of t h i s  sec t ion ,  we descr ibe  two r a d i c a l l y  dif-  

f e r e n t  c h i l d  support  s tandards,  and a th i rd  one which shares  some of the 

c h a r a c t e r i s i c s  of the o the r  two. A l l  three a r e  p ro to ty i ca l  and have 

o f f i c i a l  o r  semi-of f ic ia l  s t a t u s  i n  d i f f e r e n t  j u r i s d i c t i o n s  i n  the 

country.  Each standard i s  ak in  t o  a tax schedule. I n  the second p a r t  of 

t h i s  s ec t ion ,  we s imula te  the amount of revenue ra ised  by applying the 

s tandards .  We thereby de r ive  three d i f f e r e n t  es t imates  of a b i l i t y  to pay 

c h i l d  support  which correspond to  d i f f e r e n t  s e t s  of normative judgments 

about  how much of t h e i r  incomes noncus t o d i a l  parents  should share with 

t h e i r  ch i ldren .  These es t imates  a r e  then compared to the  amounts ordered 

and paid under our  c u r r e n t  c h i l d  support  system. 

A .  The Standards 

I n  most s t a t e s  l o c a l  cour t s  a r e  given near ly  complete d i s c r e t i o n  i n  

determining c h i l d  support  obl igat ions.14 In  a few s t a t e s ,  the cour t s  o r  

agencies  a s soc ia t ed  wi th  them developed normative s tandards.  More 

r e c e n t l y ,  a few s t a t e  l e g i s l a t u r e s  have enacted normative s tandards . We 

choose three  s tandards from Delaware, New York, and Wisconsin t h a t  have 

o f f i c i a l  o r  quas i -o f f i c i a l  s t a t u s  and have received a good dea l  of 

n a t i o n a l  a t ten t ion .15  The f i r s t  two take account of the incomes and 



m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  of both parents ,  have marginal tax  r a t e s  t h a t  vary with 

income from zero  t o  90 percent  and 100 percent ,  and a r e  t he re fo re  q u i t e  

complex. The Wisconsin s tandard depends only upon the  income of the  non- 

c u s t o d i a l  pa ren t  and has a cons t an t  marginal tax  r a t e  with r e s p e c t  t o  

income. Because of its s imp l i c i ty ,  we begin wi th  the  Wisconsin s tandard.  

1. The Wisconsin Standard. Under the  Wisconsin s tandard,  the  obl i -  

g a t i o n  of the noncustodial  pa ren t  is equal t o  17 pe rcen t  of h i s  o r  he r  

g r o s s  income f o r  one ch i ld .  The percentages f o r  2 ,  3 ,  4 ,  and 5 o r  more 

c h i l d r e n  r e spec t ive ly  a r e  equal  to  25 percent ,  29 percent ,  31 percent ,  

and 34 percent .  

2. The New York Standard. I n  c o n t r a s t  t o  the Wisconsin s tandard,  the  

New York s tandard cons iders  the  cus t o d i a l  parent '  s income, con ta ins  p e r  

s o n a l  exemptions f o r  t he  noncustodial  f a t h e r  and new dependents, uses n e t  

r a t h e r  than g ros s  income, and employs a very high marginal tax  r a t e  on 

nonexempt income. Under the  New York s tandard,  f e d e r a l  and s t a t e  income 

taxes ,  FICA taxes,  and some work-rela ted expenses a r e  subt rac ted  from 

g r o s s  income. (Owing to da t a  u n a v a i l a b i l i t y ,  our  s imula t ions  ignore the 

l a t t e r . )  From the r e s u l t i n g  n e t  income f igu re ,  exemptions f o r  the  non- 

c u s t o d i a l  pa ren t  and each new dependent, equal t o  t he  Bureau of Labor 

S t a  t is  t i c s  (BLS) lower-level l i v i n g  s tandard,  a r e  subt rac ted  t o  a r r i v e  a t  

t h e  amount of income a v a i l a b l e  f o r  c h i l d  support.  I f  the  income of the  

c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t ' s  family is  below the  BLS l o w e r l e v e l  l i v i n g  s tandard,  

t h e  b a s i c  c h i l d  support  o b l i g a t i o n  equals  90 percent  of the  income 

a v a i l a b l e  f o r  c h i l d  support.  Once the  income of t he  c u s t o d i a l  family 

equa l s  o r  exceeds the BLS standard,  the  noncus t o d i a l  parent '  s income 

a v a i l a b l e  f o r  c h i l d  suppor t  i s  divided evenly between a l l  the  dependents 

( i nc lud ing  himself)  f o r  which he has l e g a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  



3. The Delaware Standard. The Delaware s tandard is s i m i l a r  to  the 

New York s tandard i n  t h a t  t he re  is a range of income taxed a t  a zero 

r a t e ,  a very high marginal tax r a t e  (100 percent )  on income i n  excess of 

t h a t  amount up to  an  income l e v e l  s u f f i c i e n t  to pay a minimum given l e v e l  

o f  the c h i l d r e n ' s  needs, and then a lower tax r a t e  on income i n  excess of 

t h a t  amount. The Delaware s tandard d i f f e r s  i n  t h a t  the i n i t i a l  exemption 

i s  f o r  the  noncustodial  pa ren t  a lone ;  i t  does n o t  depend upon whether 

t h e r e  a r e  new dependents o r  not.  Furthermore, the  tax  r a t e  on income i n  

excess  of t h a t  required t o  pay the  minimum c h i l d  suppor t  l e v e l  is equal  

t o  a maximum of 15 pe rcen t  f o r  one c h i l d  and 10 percent  f o r  each addi- 

t i o n a l  dependent ch i ld .  I f  the noncustodial  f a t h e r  has new dependents,  

t h e  r a t e  is  app l i ed  t o  income t h a t  exceeds an  exemption f o r  these addi- 

t iona l  dependents . 

Simulat ion Me thodology 

The s imula t ion  of the  Wisconsin s tandard is  s t ra ight forward .  The 

e s t i m a t e  of the noncustodial  f a t h e r ' s  income is mul t ip l i ed  by the  percen- 

t a g e  appropr i a t e  f o r  the  number of ch i ld ren  owed support.  

The s imula t ion  of the  New York and Delaware s tandards  r equ i r e s  three  

a d d i t i o n a l  p i eces  of information. The f i r s t  i s  the  number of new depen- 

d e n t s  of the  noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r .  We es t imate  the number of new depen- 

d e n t s  using a method s i m i l a r  i n  form to  our income es t ima t ion  procedure. 

Using l o g i t  regress ion  we es t imate  the p r o b a b i l i t y  of zero  to  fou r  o r  

more new dependents f o r  divorced and remarried noncustodial  f a t h e r s .  The 

sample used t o  e s t ima te  these regress ions  is  the 1976 SIE subsample of 

s e l f - i d e n t i f i e d  noncustodial  f a t h e r s  who were e i t h e r  divorced o r  



remarried. The dependent v a r i a b l e  is  the number of new dependents, and 

t h e  explanatory v a r i a b l e s  a r e  the  demographic c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of the 

men. We then combined the  est imated parameters with the  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  

of t he  c u s t o d i a l  mothers t o  impute the  p robab i l i t y  of each d i s c r e t e  

number of new dependents. These p r o b a b i l i t i e s  a r e  then incorporated i n t o  

t h e  simula t i o n  of normative s tandards.  l6 

The second a d d i t i o n a l  p iece  of information is  n e t  income es t imates  . 
To produce these income es t imates  we s imula te  f e d e r a l  and FICA taxes.  We 

inco rpora t e  t he  number of new dependents i n  our tax  s imulat ions f o r  

c a l c u l a t i n g  personal  exemptions. 

F i n a l l y ,  because of the non l inea r i t y  of the New York and Delaware 

c h i l d  suppor t  schedules ,  we need es t imates  of the d i s t r i b u t i o n  of income 

r a t h e r  than s o l e l y  the  po in t  es t imate.  Not a l l  of these absen t  spouses 

have the same income but  r a t h e r  they make up a d i s t r i b u t i o n  of income 

which we a r e  summarizing by the  po in t  es t imate.  Using the  poin t  es t imate  

w i l l  underest imate noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s '  a b i l i t y  to  pay ch i ld  support  f o r  

s tandards l i k e  New York and Delaware, which incorpora te  exemptions. l7 To 

f u r t h e r  de f ine  these d i s t r i b u t i o n s  we use the mean square e r r o r  of the 

S t e p  1 reg res s ion  a s  an  es t imate  of t he  variance.  We can now def ine  our  

d i s t r i b u t i o n s  of income by two parameters: the mean est imated by the 

p o i n t  es t imate  and the variance.  I n  add i t i on ,  we assume t h a t  income is 

d i s t r i b u t e d  log  normal. The d i s t r i b u t i o n s  allow us to s imulate  a non- 

1 i n e a r  normative s tandard which incorpora tes  an income exemption o r  se t -  

a s i d e .  The formulas used f o r  the s imulat ions a r e  reproduced i n  Appendix 

A.  



C .  Noncustodial Fathers '  A b i l i t y  to Pay Child Support 

Table 5 p resen t s  f i v e  es t imates  of a b i l i t y  to  pay c h i l d  support,  

which correspond t o  the following f i v e  standards: (1) the  Wisconsin 

s tandard ,  ( 2 )  the  New York s tandard,  (3)  the  Delaware s tandard,  ( 4 )  the  

s tandard  i m p l i c i t  i n  c u r r e n t  c h i l d  support  orders ,  and (5) the  s tandard 

i m p l i c i t  i n  c u r r e n t  payments. What is  most s t r i k i n g  is  t h a t  the d i f -  

f e rence  between what i s  cu r ren t ly  owed and paid i n  the United S t a t e s  a s  a  

whole i s  dwarfed by the d i f f e rence  between e i t h e r  of these numbers and 

t h e  th ree  e s  tima t e s  of a b i l i t y  to pay that correspond to a p p l i c a t i o n  of 

t he  Delaware, New York, and Wisconsin standards. Unless these s tandards 

a r e  highly unrepresenta t ive  of the range of c u r r e n t  American norms with 

regard to  how much of t h e i r  income noncustodial parents  should share  with 

t h e i r  ch i ld ren ,  Table 5 c l e a r l y  ind ica t e s  t h a t  noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s  can 

a f f o r d  t o  pay s u b s t a n t i a l l y  more c h i l d  support. Indeed, the es t imate  f o r  

t he  Wisconsin s tandard,  which is  between those f o r  the Delaware and New 

York s tandards ,  suggests  t h a t  noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s  can af  fo rd  to  pay 

a lmost  t h ree  times t h e i r  c u r r e n t  l e g a l  ob l iga t ions  and more than four  

t imes what they a r e  a c t u a l l y  paying! 

V. SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

Th i s  paper addresses a  quest ion of g r e a t  c u r r e n t  na t iona l  i n t e r e s t :  

Can noncus t o d i a l  f a t h e r s  pay subs t a n t i a l l y  more c h i l d  support? Assuming 

our  methodology i s  c o r r e c t ,  the answer i s  c l e a r l y  yes. Our middle range 

e s t ima te  i s  t h a t  noncustodial f a t h e r s  can pay almost three  times t h e i r  

c u r r e n t  l e g a l  ob l iga t ions  and more than four  times what they a r e  a c t u a l l y  

paying 



Table 5 

Estimates of Ability to Pay Child Support 
( 1983 Dollars) 

S tandards 
Total Revenue Percentage with 

(Bi l l ion $)  Zero Obligation 

Wisconsin 

New York 

Delaware 

Current orders 

Current payments 

aThis includes 40.4 percent without orders and 14.1 percent who 
received nothing of the ordered amount. 



The three  r e p l i c a t i o n s  provide p r e t t y  good evidence t h a t  our  e s t i -  

mates of noncustodial  income a r e  r e l i a b l e .  We can make no such claim 

about  the representa t iveness  of the norms embodied i n  the three  s tandards  

we chose to  simulate.  Although we doubt t h a t  f u t u r e  work on s imulat ing 

a l t e r n a t i v e  s tandards w i l l  over turn  our  c e n t r a l  conclusion, more work on 

t h i s  is  c l e a r l y  warranted. The c e n t r a l  conclusion of t h i s  paper is 

un l ike ly  to  be reversed unless  i t  can be shown t h a t  on average Americans 

be l i eve  noncustodial  f a t h e r s  should share much l e s s  of t h e i r  income with 

t h e i r  ch i ld ren  than is  implied i n  the  Delaware, New York, and Wisconsin 

s tandards . 
Future  research  should a l s o  address  s eve ra l  o t h e r  quest ions.  F i r s t ,  

what a r e  the causes of the discrepancy between what is paid and a b i l i t y  

t o  pay? An i n v e s t i g a t i o n  of t h i s  ques t ion  could begin by simply appor- 

t i on ing  the  gap to var ious  f a c t o r s  such a s  the f a i l u r e  of c h i l d  support  

o r d e r s  t o  change wi th  changing circumstances,  the f a i l u r e  to ob ta in  

o r d e r s  i n  a l l  cases ,  and the f a i l u r e  to  enforce orders .  Such an appor- 

tionment would be of help to  policymakers i n  t h a t  i t  would help i n  

e s t ima t ing  the maximum p o t e n t i a l  b e n e f i t s  from reforming various a spec t s  

o f  the c u r r e n t  c h i l d  support  sys  tem. Second, what a r e  the c o s t s  (both  

economic and noneconomic) of var ious  reforms of the c h i l d  suppor t  system? 

F i n a l l y ,  how much can an  improved c h i l d  support  system reduce the poverty 

and welfare  dependence of single-mother fami l ies?  Congress and the 

Reagan admin i s t r a t i on  were c l e a r l y  motivated by the b e l i e f  t h a t  improve- 

ments i n  c h i l d  support  w i l l  reduce poverty and welfare  dependence. How 

b i g  w i l l  these  e f f e c t s  be? 
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17consider  the following simple example. Suppose we say an absent  

f a t h e r ' s  a b i l i t y  to  pay c h i l d  support  is equal to  20 percent  of h i s  

income i n  excess of $3,000. Suppose f u r t h e r  t h a t  we have three  absent  

f a t h e r s  whose predicted mean income is $10,000, but  whose indiv idual  

incomes a r e  $0, $10,000, and $20,000 respec t ive ly .  I f  we a s s ign  each the 

mean, we w i l l  e s t imate  t h a t  the three  together  can pay .2 (10,000 - 
3,000) = $1,400 x 3 = $4,200. I f  we allow f o r  variance around the mean, 

t he  f i r s t  can pay nothing, the second can pay $1,400 and the th i rd  can 

pay $3,400, f o r  a t o t a l  of $4,800. This  problem a r i s e s  whenever the nor- 

mative standard used f o r  a b i l i t y  to pay is a nonlinear  schedule. 



Appendix A 

Aggregate ch i ld  support  revenue generated by the Wisconsin s tandard 

equa l s  

where ACS is aggregate ch i ld  support ;  

Y i  i s  the expected value of log income f o r  the i t h  observat ion;  

TRi is the tax r a t e  appropr ia te  f o r  the number of e l i g i b l e  ch i ldren  
f o r  the i t h  observation. 

Aggregate ch i ld  support revenue generated by the New York s tandard is 

defined a s  

where i is the i t h  observat ion and j is the j t h  number of dependents; 

ND is the number of dependents where 1 dependent is a s ing le  non- 
custodian;  

EX1 is the personal  and new-dependent exemp t ion ;  

Y is the n e t  log income of the noncustodian; 
i j  
2 

6 is the variance of income est imated by the mean squared e r r o r  of 
t he  regress ion  reported i n  Table 1; 



Ni is the s tandard of unmet need of the cus tod ia l  family; 

TR1 is the 90 percent  marginal tax rate; 

EX2 is the combination of the exemption f o r  the  noncustodial  family 
i j  and the cus tod ia l  fami ly ' s  unmet needs; 

TR2 is the marginal tax r a t e  on excess a v a i l a b l e  income and is 
defined by the r a t i o  of e l i g i b l e  ch i ld ren  t o  the t o t a l  of 
e l i g i b l e  ch i ld ren  plus  new dependents plus  the noncustodian. 

Aggregate ch i ld  support revenue generated by the Delaware s tandard is 

defined a s  

N 5 
ACS = L P P(NDi = J) * [P(EXli < Y i j  < Ni) * 

L=l  J=l 

where ACS, i, j, Y NDi and WTi a r e  defined a s  before; 
i j  ' 

EX1 i s  the personal exemption f o r  the noncus todian;  

N i  is the noncustodian* s share of the ch i ld ren ' s  needs; 

EX2 is the combined needs of the cus tod ia l  family; 
i j  

(Ni) is  the exemption f o r  the noncustodian' s new dependents; 

TR is the tax  r a t e  equal to  1 5  percent  f o r  the f i r s t  ch i ld  and 1 0  
percent  f o r  each a d d i t i o n a l  ch i ld .  


