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A b s t r a c t  

The s t u d y  of t h e  j u s t i c e  p r i n c i p l e s  used i n  making judgments of c h i l d  

s u p p o r t  c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  u n d e r s t a n d i n g  of an  i m p o r t a n t  p u b l i c  i s s u e  and t o  

t h e  s t u d y  of j u s t i c e .  Although t h e  a t t e n t i o n  g i v e n  t o  q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t  

c h i l d  s u p p o r t  h a s  i n c r e a s e d  w i t h  t h e  number of f a m i l i e s  a f f e c t e d ,  how 

c i t i z e n s  r e a c h  judgments a b o u t  what t h e  amount of a  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  award 

s h o u l d  be has  n o t  been s t u d i e d .  S tudy ing  t h e s e  judgments p r o v i d e s  a n  

o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  ex tend  j u s t i c e  t h e o r i e s ,  which have of t e n  focused  on a l l o -  

c a t i o n s  of p o s i t i v e  goods such  a s  income. I n  c o n t r a s t ,  making a  c h i l d  

s u p p o r t  award i n v o l v e s  a l l o c a t i n g  c o s t s  t h a t  a r e  n o t  punishments.  

Because s u g g e s t i n g  a  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  award r e q u i r e s  b o t h  d e c i d i n g  t h e  

amount of t h e  c o s t  t o  be d i v i d e d  between p a r e n t s  and making t h e  d i v i s i o n ,  

a n  a n a l y s i s  of c h i l d  s u p p o r t  judgments must d i s t i n g u i s h  a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e s  

and t h e i r  operands.  Approximately 1000 responden t s  i n  a  1985 t e l ephone  

su rvey  i n  Wisconsin were each p r e s e n t e d  w i t h  t h r e e  v i g n e t t e s  d e s c r i b i n g  a  

f a m i l y  s i t u a t i o n  and were a s k e d  how much they  thought  t h e  award should  be 

i n  each  s i t u a t i o n .  A n a l y s i s  of t h e s e  v i g n e t t e  d a t a  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  respon- 

d e n t s  assume t h a t  t h e  c o s t  of c h i l d r e n  i n c r e a s e s  w i t h  t h e i r  p a r e n t s '  

income, and t h a t  p a r e n t s '  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  shou ld  be p r o p o r t i o n a l  t o  t h e i r  

r e s o u r c e s .  T h i s  " p r o p o r t i o n a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n - v a r i a b l e  need" c h i l d  s u p p o r t  

sys tem c o n s i d e r s  t h e  needs  of b o t h  p a r e n t s  and c h i l d r e n ,  b u t  may n o t  

s e r v e  o t h e r  i m p o r t a n t  p o l i c y  g o a l s .  



PRINCIPLES OF JUSTICE I N  JUDGMENTS ABOUT CHILD SUPPORT 

INTRODUCTION 

C h i l d  s u p p o r t ,  t h a t  i s ,  s u p p o r t  payments made t o  c h i l d r e n  by a p a r e n t  

n o t  l i v i n g  w i t h  them, r a i s e s  q u e s t i o n s  of j u s t i c e  i n  a n  impor tan t  prac-  

t i c a l  a rena .  V a r i a t i o n  i n  t h e  way c h i l d  s u p p o r t  awards a r e  made and i n  

mee t ing  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  o b l i g a t i o n s  has  been of concern  t o  pol icymakers ,  

academics ,  and p r i v a t e  i n d i v i d u a l s  ( s e e ,  f o r  example, C a s s e t t y  1983).  Of 

approx imate ly  8.8 m i l l i o n  mothers w i t h  c h i l d r e n  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  s u p p o r t  i n  1984, f o r  example, 39 p e r c e n t  had n o t  been awarded any 

c h i l d  s u p p o r t  (u.s. Bureau of the  Census 1987).  Of those  w i t h  awards,  a 

l a r g e  m a j o r i t y  r e c e i v e  payments i r r e g u l a r l y  i f  a t  a l l  (u.s. Bureau of  t h e  

Census 1987).  Recen t  l e g i s l a t i o n  h a s  responded t o  t h e s e  concerns  a b o u t  

c h i l d  s u p p o r t  awards and c o l l e c t i o n s .  L e g i s l a t i v e  reform of t h e  c h i l d  

s u p p o r t  s y s  tem i n c l u d e s  t h e  C h i l d  Suppor t  Enforcement Amendments of 1984 

(P.L. 98-378),  which r e q u i r e  t h a t  a l l  s t a t e s  develop numeric g u i d e l i n e s  

f o r  s e t t i n g  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  awards by October  1987 and wi thho ld  c h i l d  sup- 

p o r t  payments from t h e  wages of those  who a r e  one month behind i n  c h i l d  

s u p p o r t  payments ( S t u a r t  1986; Wil l iams 1986) .1 

C h i l d  s u p p o r t  awards implement p r i n c i p l e s  of j u s t i c e  i n  o r d i n a r y  

l i v e s .  The p r i n c i p l e s  used t o  make j u s t  a l l o c a t i o n s  have been i d e n t i f i e d  

by many r e s e a r c h e r s ,  who have o f t e n  focused  on judgments a b o u t  income and 

wages i n  l a b o r a t o r y  exper iments  (Adams 1965; Deutsch 1975; 1985; Eckhof f 

1974; Homans 1961; 1974; Lerner ,  M i l l e r ,  and Holmes 1976; Leven tha l  1976; 

Mikula 1980; Schwinger 1980; Wals te r ,  Wals ter ,  and Bersche id  1978) .  The 

f a c t o r s  a f f e c t i n g  a n  i n d i v i d u a l ' s  p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  one a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e  over  



a n o t h e r  have a l s o  been s t u d i e d  e x t e n s i v e l y  ( s e e  r e c e n t  reviews i n  Cohen 

and  Greenberg 1982, and Cook and Hegtvedt  1983).  I n  t h e  p r e s e n t  paper  I 

l i n k  t h e o r i e s  a b o u t  j u s t i c e  p r i n c i p l e s  t o  p u b l i c  r e s p o n s e s  t o  c h i l d  sup- 

p o r t  i s s u e s .  T h i s  r e s e a r c h  examines i n d i v i d u a l s '  b e l i e f s  a b o u t  what 

c h i l d  s u p p o r t  awards shou ld  be under d i f f e r e n t  c i r cumstances  and t h e  

j u s t i c e  p r i n c i p l e s  u n d e r l y i n g  t h o s e  b e l i e f s .  

An unders tand ing  of b e l i e f s  a b o u t  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  i l l u m i n a t e s  impor tan t  

p u b l i c  i s s u e s .  The c h i l d  s u p p o r t  reforms c u r r e n t l y  under way w i l l  a f f e c t  

many l i v e s .  Because of changes i n  d i v o r c e  and mar r i age  p a t t e r n s ,  a d u l t s  

a r e  i n c r e a s i n g l y  l i k e l y  t o  have been invo lved  i n  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  a r range-  

ments o r  t o  have knowledge of such arrangements .  T h i s  e x p e r i e n c e  pro- 

v i d e s  them w i t h  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o  c o n s i d e r  t h e  competing i n t e r e s t s  

invo lved  i n  d e c i s i o n s  a b o u t  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  and t o  a p p l y  g e n e r a l  p r i n c i p l e s  

o f  j u s t i c e  t o  judgments a b o u t  what was u n t i l  r e c e n t l y ,  b u t  i s  no l o n g e r ,  

a  n o v e l  s i t u a t i o n .  E i t h e r  by d e s i g n  o r  a c c i d e n t ,  t h e  b e l i e f s  a b o u t  

j u s t i c e  embodied i n  reforms may d i f f e r  from t h e  b e l i e f s  most  c i t i z e n s  

ho ld .  Reforms a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  be a c c e p t e d  i f  they i n c o r p o r a t e  common 

b e l i e f s  a b o u t  what i s  j u s t  o r  i f  d e v i a t i o n s  from t h e s e  b e l i e f s  a r e  

e x p l a i n e d  and j u s t i f i e d .  Compliance w i t h  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  o b l i g a t i o n s  may 

b e  g r e a t e r  when t h e  o b l i g a t i o n  is perce ived  a s  f a i r .  

Fur thermore ,  b e l i e f s  a b o u t  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  d i f f e r  i n  i m p o r t a n t  ways 

from o t h e r  b e l i e f s  a b o u t  j u s t i c e  t h a t  have been s t u d i e d .  A l l o c a t i n g  

c h i l d  s u p p o r t  o b l i g a t i o n s  i n v o l v e s  a l l o c a t i n g  n o t  rewards ,  b u t  respon- 

s i b i l i t i e s  expressed  a s  c o n t r i b u t i o n s .  Although c h i l d  s u p p o r t  awards may 

b e  made p u n i t i v e l y ,  they a r e  n o t  i n h e r e n t l y  so. Chi ld  s u p p o r t  thus  pre- 

s e n t s  a  c a s e  i n  which c o s t s  a r e  a l l o c a t e d  i n  a  way t h a t  shou ld  n o t  



invo lve  punishment o r  revenge.2 The s i t u a t i o n s  w i t h i n  which the  need f o r  

c h i l d  suppo r t  a r i s e s  a r e  a l s o  s t r u c t u r a l l y  complex: t he r e  a r e  a t  l e a s t  

t h r e e  i n t e r e s t e d  p a r t i e s  (two pa r en t s  and a  c h i l d )  w i t h  some competing 

and some convergent  i n t e r e s t s .  F i n a l l y ,  sugges t ing  a  c h i l d  suppo r t  award 

u s u a l l y  e n t a i l s  two dec i s i ons :  t h e  amount of the  c o s t  to  be d iv ided  be- 

tween p a r e n t s  and how the  d i v i s i o n  should be made. Analyzing b e l i e f s  

abou t  c h i l d  suppo r t  p rov ides  an  oppor tun i ty  t o  apply and extend previous  

i n v e s t i g a t i o n s  of j u s t i c e  p r i n c i p l e s .  

JUSTICE PRINCIPLES I N  JUDGMENTS ABOUT CHILD SUPPORT AWARDS 

The p r i n c i p a l  i n t e r e s t e d  p a r t i e s  i n  a  c h i l d  suppo r t  judgment a r e  the  

p a r e n t  who l i v e s  w i t h  the  c h i l d r e n  ( t h e  c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t ) ,  t h e  p a r e n t  who 

does  n o t  ( t h e  noncus tod ia l  p a r e n t ) ,  and the  c h i l d r e n ,  on whose behalf  the  

c la im i s  made.3 A c u s t o d i a l  mother c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  t he  c h i l d r e n ' s  suppo r t  

because s h e  and t he  c h i l d r e n  l i v e  t oge the r ,  and a l l  household members 

b e n e f i t  from shared  goods, such a s  k i t c h e n s  and c a r s .  Determining how 

much the  cus  t od i a  1 p a r e n t  spends on the  c h i l d r e n  is f u r t h e r  complicated 

because t he  c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t  may h e r s e l f  b e n e f i t  from money s p e n t  on the  

c h i l d r e n .  She may enjoy shared goods, l i k e  movies, t h a t  she buys f o r  t he  

c h i l d r e n ;  and i f  the  f a t h e r  spends h i s  money on t he  c h i l d r e n ,  the mother 

needs t o  spend l e s s  of her  own. I n  c o n t r a s t  t o  the  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  of the  

c u s t o d i a l  pa r en t ,  those  of the  noncus t o d i a l  p a r e n t  a r e  r e l a t i v e l y  easy t o  

i d e n t i f y .  The i n t e r e s t s  of a t  l e a s t  t h r e e  p a r t i e s  a r e  a l l  focused on t he  

noncus t od i a  1 pa ren t '  s  income, a  s c a r c e  resource  t h a t  is inadequate  t o  

s a t i s f y  a l l  l e g i t i m a t e  c la ims .  Judgments abou t  c h i l d  suppor t  may seek to  

maximize b e n e f i t s  o r  minimize c o s t s  f o r  a l l  o r  f o r  a  favored  par ty .  



I n  t h i s  study, mking a  judgment about a  chi ld support award means 

deciding how much a  noncustodial parent should pay each month toward the 

support  of h is  ch i ldren .  Because these judgments, re fer red  to  as 

suggested awards, a re  about what the noncustodial parent  should pay, I 

assume t h a t  these judgments incorporate  b e l i e f s  about what i s  j u s t ,  based 

on j u s t i c e   principle^.^ Although the v ignet te  technique used i n  t h i s  

research  i s  s imi l a r  to t h a t  used i n  s tudies  of another "concrete s o c i a l  

outcome ," the income d i s t r i b u t i o n  ( ~ h e p e l a k  and Alwin 1986, p. 3 0 ) ,  the 

focus here i s  not  on the the sense of i n j u s t i c e  (Jasso 1978; ~:rnblom 

1977), nor on the comparative processes tha t  shape f a i r n e s s  judgments 

( ~ e r ~ e r  e t  a l .  1972; Alwin 1987). Ins tead ,  the s i t u a t i o n a l  f a c t o r s  tha t  

determine suggested chi ld  support awards a re  used to  make inferences 

about  j u s t i c e  p r inc ip l e s  tha t  a r e  implemented in  suggesting an award 

( J a s s o  and Rossi 1977). Previous discussions provide the foundation f o r  

the ana lys i s  of j u s t i ce  p r inc ip l e s  used here, but I suggest some exten- 

s  ions to accommoda t e  important fea tures  of ch i ld  support decis ions.  

A basic  d i s t i n c t i o n  i n  theor ies  of j u s t i c e  i s  t ha t  between a l l o c a t i o n  

and reciprocat ion.  The theo re t i ca l  framework used here focuses on i ssues  

of a l l o c a t i o n  r a t h e r  than rec iproca t ion  i n  ch i ld  support (Eckhoff 1974). 

I n  rec iproca t ion ,  two p a r t i e s  t rade "values," things t h a t  a r e  pos i t i ve ly  

o r  negat ive ly  valued. I n  an a l l o c a t i o n ,  a  value i s  apportioned among two 

o r  more p a r t i e s  i n  a  s e t  of connected t r ans fe r s ;  because r ec ip i en t s  each 

rece ive  a  share of some whole, the "equality" of t he i r  outcomes can be 

compared in  eva lua t ing  the ju s t i ce  of the a l l o c a t i o n  (Eckhoff 1974, pp. 

5 ,  32-35, 2 0 5 ) . ~  Many s i t u a t i o n s  include elements of both rec iproca t ion  

and a l loca t ion .  Wages, for  example, a r e  usually considered p a r t  of a  



r ec ip roca t ion  between worker and employer, but  can a l s o  be seen a s  a  

reward d i s t r i b u t e d  by s o c i a l  processes.  S imi l a r ly ,  an ana lys i s  of the 

c h i l d  support  s i t u a t i o n  can emphasize e i t h e r  rec iproca t ion  o r  a l loca -  

t i ~ n . ~  This research  views ch i ld  support  dec is ions  a s  a l l o c a t i o n s  r a the r  

than rec iproca t ion ,  because the da ta  analyzed here a r e  judgments made by 

respondents,  e s s e n t i a l l y  observers whose p r inc ipa l  task i s  to  a l l o c a t e  

c o s t s  ( con t r ibu t ions  o r  forgone s tandard of l i v ing )  among parents  and 

chi ldren .  

J u s t i c e  Procedures: Rules and Operands 

Like o ther  j u s t i c e  dec is ions ,  decis ions about how much ch i ld  support  

a  f a t h e r  should pay involve applying an a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e  and iden t i fy ing  

operands f o r  the  procedure. Operands a r e  q u a n t i t i e s  t h a t  the a l l o c a t i o n  

r u l e  opera tes  on; two can be dis t inguished.  The mater ia l  operand i s  the 

quan t i ty  t h a t  the a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e  d iv ides  up. An a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e  may 

requ i re  t h a t  the ma te r i a l  operand be divided up so t h a t  the r e s u l t i n g  

d i s t r i b u t i o n  of shares  r e f l e c t s  the d i s t r i b u t i o n  of some o ther  value, 

such a s  merit .  This  o the r  value i s  the procedural operand; the a l loca -  

t i o n  operates  on t h i s  quan t i ty ,  but  does n o t  divide i t  up. Ins tead ,  the 

procedural  operand provides information required by the a l l o c a t i o n  ru l e ;  

i f ,  f o r  example, rewards a r e  to  be d i s t r i b u t e d  according t o  mer i t ,  mer i t  

must appear i n  the c a l c u l a t i o n  of rewards.7 For example, i f  a  p ie  i s  

divided so t h a t  the ch i ld  who completed the l a r g e s t  number of weekly 

household chores g e t s  the l a r g e s t  piece,  then the p i e  i s  the mater ia l  

operand, the cont r ibut ion  t o  weekly household chores i s  the procedural 

operand, and the  a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e  i s  a  rank order  rule .8 



These d i s t i n c t i o n s  der ive  from previous d iscuss  ions,  but the develop- 

ment here makes a  s t ronge r  d i s t i n c t i o n  between r u l e s  and operands and 

among d i f f e r e n t  c l a s s e s  of operands, to  f a c i l i t a t e  a n a l y s i s  of judgments 

about  c h i l d  support.  According to the a n a l y s i s  presented here, f o r  

example, the s tatement  t h a t  three  important values on which a1 loca t i ons  

a r e  based a r e  equa l i ty ,  mer i t ,  and need ( ~ e u t s c h  1975) confounds a l loca-  

t i o n  r u l e s  and procedural operands. The "values" need and mer i t  can be 

thought of a s  expressing des i red  d i s t r i b u t i o n a l  outcomes: i f  a  process 

a l l o c a t e s  money according t o  need ( o r  meri t )  , i n  the long run the d i s t r i -  

bu t ion  of money w i l l  mirror  the d i s t r i b u t i o n  of need ( o r  meri t l .9  In  the 

terminology used here, need and meri t  a r e  procedural operands. An a l l o -  

c a t i o n  r u l e  can operate  on them, but  they do no t  requi re  a  s p e c i f i c  a l l o -  

c a t i o n  ru le .  In con t ra s t ,  ob jec t ive  "equality" is an a l l o c a t i o n  ru l e ,  

bu t  one t h a t  by d e f i n i t i o n  does not  r equ i re  a  procedural operand, s ince  

shares  a r e  a l l  the same s i z e  and do no t  depend on o ther  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  

of the r ec ip i en t .  

Eckhoff 's  more complete a n a l y s i s  of a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e s  presupposes the 

d i s t i n c t i o n  between r u l e s  and procedural operands (1974). H i s  a l l o c a t i o n  

r u l e s  o r  "p r inc ip l e s  of equal i ty" a r e  the following: equal  amounts t o  

each; sub jec t ive  equa l i ty  ( the outcome f e e l s  equal) ;  r e l a t i v e  equa l i ty  

( e q u i t y  o r  propor t ional  e q u a l i t y ) ;  rank order  equa l i ty ;  and equal oppor- 

t un i ty .  The f i r s t  and l a s t  of these ru l e s  have no procedural operands; 

they ignore c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of the r e c i p i e n t s  of the a l loca t ion .  The 

o t h e l  r u l e s  operate  on some c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of r e c i p i e n t s  of the a l loca -  

t ion:  need, f i t n e s s ,  dese r t ,  s t a t u s ,  posi t ion.10 I n  o ther  words, a  

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of the r e c i p i e n t  i s  a  kind of procedural operand used by 



some a l l o c a t i o n  ru les .  Some combinations of a l l o c a t i o n  ru l e  and proce- 

d u r a l  operand a r e  more l i k e l y  than o thers .  For example, an a l l o c a t i o n  

t h a t  operates  on need is  more l i k e l y  to  use subjec t ive  equa l i ty  than 

equal  opportuni ty a s  an a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e  ( ~ c k h o f f  1974, p. 39) .I1 

Furthermore, c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of r e c i p i e n t s  may be incorporated i n  nor- 

mative formulations t h a t  a r e  used to  make a  j u s t i c e  claim, such a s ,  "the 

need ies t  should be served f i r s t . "  

The a n a l y s i s  of operands i n  previous d iscuss ions  must be extended i n  

the  case of ch i ld  support. F i r s t ,  procedural operands cannot be l imi ted  

t o  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of r e c i p i e n t s  narrowly defined. There i s  no s i n g l e  

r e c i p i e n t  of the a l l o c a t i o n s  involved i n  s e t t i n g  ch i ld  support awards: 

parents  rece ive  ob l iga t ions  and chi ldren  receive support.  Furthermore, 

the parents  and ch i ld ren  d i f f e r  i n  which of t h e i r  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a r e  

re levant .  More important,  an ana lys i s  of decis ions about how much a  non- 

c u s t o d i a l  pa ren t  should pay must consider  mater ia l  operands, because a  

person suggest ing an award may be impl i c i t l y  dividing something, such a s  

how much the ch i ld ren  need, between the parents.  I n  most previous 

research  on a l l o c a t i o n  dec is ions  e i t h e r  the quant i ty  to  be a l l o c a t e d  is  

f i x e d  in  advance, f o r  example by an experimenter, o r  the quan t i ty  has 

a l ready been a l l o c a t e d ,  a s  i n  the case of income, and the a l l o c a t i o n  is 

being evaluated. A s  a r e s u l t ,  s u b j e c t s  o r  respondents do n o t  usua l ly  

make dec is ions  about  the ma te r i a l  operand f o r  an a l loca t ion .  I n  the case 

of c h i l d  support ,  however, determining what i s  to be a l loca ted  between 

pa ren t s  i s  i t s e l f  sub jec t  t o  j u s t i c e  ru l e s .  Decisions about the mater ia l  

operand, the amount to  be divided between parents ,  a r e  cen t r a l .  



Chi ld  Suppor t  Awards a s  A l loca t i ons  

A d e c i s i o n  abou t  how much c h i l d  suppo r t  should be pa id  has  s e v e r a l  

components, e ach  of which invo lves  a  s e l e c t i o n .  The most impor tan t  com- 

ponents  a r e  t h e  f  01 lowing: why the  noncus t o d i a l  pa r en t  should c o n t r i b u t e  

( t h e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  t he  c la im) ;  what,  i f  any th ing ,  should be d iv ided  

between p a r e n t s  ( t h e  m a t e r i a l  operand);  what c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  of the  

p a r e n t s ,  i f  any, should be cons idered  ( t h e  procedural  operand);  and how 

the  a l l o c a t i o n  should be made ( t h e  a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e )  . I2  I s i m p l i f y  t he  

d i s c u s s i o n  of t h e s e  s e l e c t i o n s  i n  two ways. F i r s t ,  because s e l e c t i n g  a  

j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  t he  c h i l d  suppo r t  c la im and a  m a t e r i a l  operand a r e  

c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d ,  I d i s c u s s  them toge ther ;  t h e  focus ,  however, i s  on t he  

s e l e c t i o n  of a  m a t e r i a l  operand. Second, the  p rocedura l  operand t h a t  

dominates d i s c u s s i o n s  of c h i l d  suppo r t  awards is paren ta  1 r e sou rce s ,  

e s p e c i a l l y  income. Using t h i s  p rocedura l  operand r e s u l t s  i n  cons ide r i ng  

p a r e n t a l  resources  when a s s i g n i n g  c h i l d  suppo r t  t o  paren t s .  For t h i s  

reason ,  I assume t h a t  a l l  a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e s  t h a t  r e q u i r e  a  p rocedura l  

operand use  p a r e n t a l  r e sou rce s ,  and I do n o t  d i s c u s s  t he  s e l e c t i o n  of a  

procedura  1 operand s e p a r a t e l y .  

The usua l  m a t e r i a l  operands a r e  the  c h i l d r e n ' s  needs and t he  pa r en t s '  

r e sou rce s .  I f  t h e  operand is  need, the  amount a  c h i l d  deserves  is  

g e n e r a l l y  conceived of a s  equa l  t o  t he  c o s t  of r a i s i n g  t h e  c h i l d .  13 

There a r e  two methods f o r  e s t i m a t i n g  an  o b l i g a t i o n  based on need. I n  the  

f i r s t ,  t h e  t o t a l  amount of suppo r t  i s  determined by what t he  c h i l d  

r e q u i r e s  t o  remain a l i v e  o r  t o  enjoy some minimum s t anda rd  of l i v i n g ,  

t h a t  i s ,  t h e  t o t a l  o b l i g a t i o n  i s  a  minimum f ixed  need t h a t  roughly 

a p p l i e s  t o  every c h i l d .  I n  t he  second, the  t o t a l  o b l i g a t i o n  is t he  



amount t he  c h i l d  needs ,  bu t  t h a t  amount v a r i e s  w i th  the  p a r e n t s '  s o c i a l  

p o s i t i o n  and can be thought of a s  a  r e l a t i v e l y  c o n s t a n t  p ropo r t i on  of 

p a r e n t a l  income.14 I n  t h i s  sense ,  a  middle-class  c h i l d  "needs" more than 

a  poor c h i l d .  The second m a t e r i a l  operand is p a r e n t a l  resources .  An 

a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e  o p e r a t e s  d i r e c t l y  on p a r e n t a l  r e sou rce s  i f ,  f o r  example, 

t he  award i s  a  f i x e d  p ropo r t i on  of the  income of the noncus tod ia l  pa ren t .  

An o b l i g a t i o n  based on f i x e d  o r  v a r i a b l e  need impl ies  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a  

t o t a l  o b l i g a t i o n ,  which is  a l l o c a t e d  between t he  c u s t o d i a l  and non- 

c u s t o d i a l  pa r en t s .  Basing the  o b l i g a t i o n  s o l e l y  on p a r e n t a l  resources  

c i rcumvents  t he  problem of determining what the  c h i l d  needs.  

The cho ice  of m a t e r i a l  operand and the  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  of t h e  c la im f o r  

c h i l d  suppo r t  a r e  c l o s e l y  connected.  The two p r i n c i p a l  j u s t i f i c a t i o n s  

f o r  c h i l d  suppo r t  c la ims a r e  dependency o r  need and family  t i e .  

Dependency i s  more common; once c h i l d r e n  a r e  grown, need is diminished 

and  a  need-based p a r e n t a l  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  suppo r t  i s  removed. Claims based 

s o l e l y  on dependency imply t h a t  the  m a t e r i a l  operand f o r  t h e  a l l o c a t i o n  

r u l e  should be t h e  amount t he  c h i l d  needs,  wi th  t h a t  need conceived of a s  

a  f i x e d  amount. Using family  t i e s  a s  a  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  impl ies  t h a t  

c h i l d r e n  a r e  e n t i t l e d  t o  suppo r t  f o r  a  given time r e g a r d l e s s  of need 

because of t h e  p a r e n t - c h i l d  t i e  and t h a t  economic r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  should 

r e i n f o r c e  t h i s  t i e  because bo th  t he  c h i l d  and s o c i e t y  b e n e f i t  from even 

token suppor t .  Claims j u s t i f i e d  by r e f e r r i n g  s o l e l y  t o  family  t i e s  a r e  

c o n s i s t e n t  w i th  a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e s  t h a t  ope ra t e  only on t he  noncus tod i a l  

p a r e n t ' s  income. Basing t he  amount the  c h i l d r e n  need on p a r e n t a l  resour -  

c e s  combines bo t h  j u s  t i £  i c a  t ions :  dependency and family  t i e .  



The f i n a l  s e l e c t i o n  i s  a n  a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e ,  which i n  t h i s  c a s e  is a  

c o n t r i b u t i o n  ru le .  The c o n t r i b u t i o n  r u l e  s p e c i f i e s  how much of the  t o t a l  

o b l i g a t i o n  the  noncus tod ia l  pa r en t  should con t r i bu t e .  F ive  p r i n c i p a l  

r u l e s  can be der ived  from d i s cus s ions  such a s  those summarized e a r l i e r  

and from proposa l s  f o r  c h i l d  suppo r t  systems. 

The c h i l d ' s  needs a r e  the  m a t e r i a l  operand f o r  t h r ee  of the  r u l e s .  A 

remainder r u l e  ( 1 )  s p e c i f i e s  t h a t  the  noncus tod ia l  pa r en t  pays whatever 

expenses  t h e  c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t  cannot.  Such a  r u l e  could be j u s t i f i e d  by 

s t r e s s i n g  t h a t  c u s t o d i a l  pa r en t s  enjoy most of the  p l e a s u r e s  of pa r en t i ng  

and ,  because they may be c l o s e r  t o  the c h i l d r e n ,  can expec t  g r e a t e r  

r e t u r n s  from the  r e l a t i o n s h i p  l a t e r  i n  l i f e .  P a r e n t s  can a l s o  be 

r e q u i r e d  t o  make equa l  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  the  t o t a l  amount the  c h i l d  needs;  

t h i s  e q u a l i t y  r u l e  ( 2 )  could be j u s t i f i e d  by s t r e s s i n g  t h a t  the  pa r en t s  

a r e  equa l l y  ob l i ga t ed .  The amount t h a t  the  c h i l d  needs can a l s o  be 

d iv ided  between p a r e n t s  i n  some e x a c t  o r  rough ( such  a s  rank o rde r )  pro- 

p o r t i o n  t o  t h e i r  r e sou rce s ;  such  a  p r o p o r t i o n a l  r u l e  (3)  ba lances  

p a r e n t s '  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  the  c h i l d  a g a i n s t  ha rdsh ip  t o  the paren t s .  

I n  c o n t r a s t ,  two r u l e s  ope ra t e  d i r e c t l y  on p a r e n t a l  income wi thout  

f i r s t  c a l c u l a t i n g  t h e  amount the  c h i l d  needs. The income-equal izat ion 

r u l e  ( 4 )  would t r a n s f e r  income between t he  c u s t o d i a l  and noncus tod ia l  

p a r e n t s  s o  t h a t  the  income per  person was roughly equal  i n  the two house- 

holds .  Income-equal izat ion o p e r a t e s  only on p a r e n t a l  resources  and the  

number of people  i n  bo th  p a r e n t a l  households. The reason under lying t h i s  

r u l e  i s  t h a t  c h i l d r e n  a r e  e n t i t l e d  t o  b e n e f i t s  of the  family  i n  which 

they o r i g i n a t e d ,  t h a t  t he  s t anda rd  of l i v i n g  of c h i l d r e n  should s u f f e r  a s  

l i t t l e  a s  p o s s i b l e  due t o  t h e i r  pa r en t s '  d e c i s i o n  t o  s e p a r a t e  ( C a s s e t t y  



and D o u t h i t t  1984, p. 8 ;  Sawh i l l  1983, pp. 80-81).  A f i n a l  r u l e ,  income- 

s h a r i n g  (5) , ope ra t e s  e x c l u s i v e l y  on the  income of the  noncus t o d i a l  

pa r en t .  Income-sharing awards a  percentage of the  noncus tod ia l  p a r e n t ' s  

income t o  t h e  ch i l d r en .  The b a s i s  f o r  t h i s  r u l e  is t h a t  every p a r e n t  

i n c u r s  t he  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  s h a r e  h i s  o r  h e r  income wi th  h i s  o r  h e r  c h i l d r e n  

( G a r f i n k e l  1985, p. 124) .  Th i s  r u l e  imp l i e s  t h a t  t h e  o b l i g a t i o n  to  sup- 

p o r t  i s  n o t  m i t i ga t ed  i f  t he  c h i l d ' s  need o r  the  p a r e n t ' s  income is low 

and is  n o t  a f f e c t e d  by o t h e r  r e sou rce s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  the  c h i l d .  

Tab le  1 c r o s s - c l a s s i f i e s  t he  c o n t r i b u t i o n  r u l e s  by the  types  of 

m a t e r i a l  operand. Consider ing t h i s  c r o s s - c l a s s i f  i c a  t i o n  r e v e a l s  t h a t  n o t  

a l l  combinations of operand and r u l e  a r e  mutual ly  cons i s  t en t .  Some con- 

s i s  t e n c i e s  a r e  e s t a b l i s h e d  by the  c o n t r i b u t i o n  r u l e s ,  which d i f f e r  i n  the  

operands they r equ i r e .  By d e f i n i t i o n ,  the  remainder,  equa l  con t r ibu-  

t i o n s ,  and p r o p o r t i o n a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n  r u l e s  have need a s  t h e i r  m a t e r i a l  

operand; s i m i l a r l y ,  by d e f i n i t i o n  the  income-equal izat ion and income- 

s h a r i n g  r u l e s  ope ra t e  on p a r e n t a l  resources .  The p ropo r t i ona l  con t r ibu-  

t i o n  r u l e  i s  unique i n  t h a t  i t  is c o n s i s t e n t  wi th  two m a t e r i a l  operands; 

f i x e d  need and v a r i a b l e  need. The remainder and equa l  c o n t r i b u t i o n  r u l e s  

a r e  n o t  compat ible  w i t h  a  v a r i a b l e  need operand; i f  need were c a l c u l a t e d  

by cons ide r i ng  the  resources  of both p a r e n t s ,  these  r u l e s  would have the  

p a r e n t  who is l e s s  w e l l  o f f  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  a  "need" t h a t  i s  i n f l a t e d  by 

t h e  r e sou rce s  of the  more a f f l u e n t  paren t .  Each of the  s i x  c o n s i s  t e n t  

combinat ions  of a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e  and m a t e r i a l  operand i n d i c a t e d  i n  Table  1 

c o n s t i t u t e s  a  c h i l d  suppo r t  system, a l though  a  h igh ly  s i m p l i f i e d  

~ ~ s t e m . 1 5  Because of t he se  s t r u c t u r e d  c o n s i s t e n c i e s ,  p ropos i t i ons  



Table 1 

Child Support Sys terns 

Variable Need Parental 
Material Operand Fixed Need (Need and Resources) Resources 

- - - - - - - 

Contribution Rule 

Rema inder 

Equal 

Proportional 

Income- sharing 

Note: "x" indicates a consistent chi ld  support system. 



de r ived  from the  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  o u t l i n e d  i n  Tab le  1 can  be used t o  iden- 

t i f y  the  c h i l d  suppo r t  system under lying people ' s  b e l i e f s  about  c h i l d  

s uppor t. 

METHODS AND SAMPLE 

The d a t a  r epo r t ed  he r e  a r e  from t h e  Wisconsin Survey of Chi ldren,  

Incomes, and Program P a r t i c i p a t i o n  (CHIPPS) conducted by te lephone i n  t he  

s p r i n g  of 1985. The survey used a  random d i g i t  d i a l i n g  des ign  t o  sample 

Wisconsin households.  l6 I f  t h e r e  was a  c u s t o d i a l  o r  noncus t o d i a l  p a r e n t  

i n  the  household,  t h a t  pa r en t  was s e l e c t e d  a s  respondent ;  o therwise  one 

of  the  p r i n c i p a l  e a r n e r s  i n  t he  household was s e l e c t e d .  The d a t a  ana- 

lyzed he r e  a r e  i n d i v i d u a l  r a t h e r  than household c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s .  D e t a i l s  

o f  the  sample des ign  can be found i n  MacDonald (1986).  A l toge the r ,  the  

CHIPPS c r o s s - s e c t i o n  i nc ludes  1073 households. 

Each respondent  was p resen ted  w i th  t h r ee  v i g n e t t e s  embedded i n  a  

l a r g e r  ques t i onna i r e .  The e x a c t  wording of t he  v i g n e t t e s  was a s  fol lows:  

The n e x t  ques t i ons  a r e  about  a  d i f f e r e n t  sub j ec t .  F requent ly  when a  
f a t h e r  does n o t  l i v e  w i th  h i s  c h i l d r e n  and t h e i r  mother, he makes 
r e g u l a r  payments t o  t h e i r  mother f o r  suppo r t  of the  ch i l d r en .  

I am going t o  de sc r i be  some s i t u a t i o n s  t o  you i n  which c h i l d r e n  l i v e  
w i th  t h e i r  mother and the  f a t h e r  l i v e s  a p a r t  from them. For each 
s i t u a t i o n ,  I w i l l  a sk  you how much money, i f  any, you th ink  the  
f a t h e r  should c o n t r i b u t e  each month f o r  t he  suppo r t  of h i s  ch i l d r en .  

Here i s  t he  ( f i r s  t / n e x t )  s i t u a t i o n :  

A f a t h e r  who (HAS STARTED A NEW FAMILY, ALSO/HAS NOT REMARRIED) has 
(1 /2 /3)  young c h i l d ( r e n )  who l i v e ( s )  w i th  t h e i r  mother. The mother 
(HAS REMARRIED/HAS NOT REMARRIED) and ( IS  UNEMPLOY ED/MAKES $500 A 
MONTH [BEFORE/AFTER] TAXES/MAKES $1500 A MONTH [BEFORE/AFTER] TAXES). 
The f a t h e r  makes ($500/$1000/$2000/$3000/$5000) a  month 
( BEFORE/AFTER) taxes .  

How much, i f  any th ing ,  should the  f a t h e r  c o n t r i b u t e  each month f o r  
t h e  suppo r t  of h i s  c h i l d r e n  i n  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n ?  



The v igne t t e s  included s i x  dimensions or var iab les :  the number of 

ch i ld ren ,  whether the v igne t t e s  described be£ ore- tax  or  a f  te r -  tax 

income,l7 and the m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  and income of each parent .  I n  the t e x t  

of the v i g n e t t e  a  phrase i n  f u l l  c a p i t a l s  i s  the value of a  var iab le .  

The values each dimension could take a r e  l i s t e d  wi th in  parentheses and 

square brackets.  This  research uses the " f a c t o r i a l  survey" approach 

(Rossi and Nock 1982), so t h a t  a l l  the values i n  a  dimension were 

generated randomly with equal p robab i l i t i e s .  For example, approximately 

ha l f  the v igne t t e s  s t a t e d  t h a t  the mother had remarried and half  s t a t e d  

t h a t  she had not.  Because of the way i n  which values were generated, 

dimensions a r e  no t  co r re l a t ed  with each o ther  o r  respondent charac- 

t e r i s  t i c s ,  except  f o r  chance va r i a t ion .  

The v igne t t e s  incorpora te  a  s t r u c  tura 1 assump t ion  t h a t  there a r e  

th ree  p a r t i e s  t o  a c h i l d  suppor t  s i t ua t ion - -  the cus tod ia l  parent ,  the 

noncustodial  parent ,  and the children--and t h a t  awards involve t rade-of fs  

among these  three  p a r t i e s .  Because these items a re  time-consuming to 

adminis te r  over the telephone and may be confusing o r  f a t igu ing  f o r  

respondents,  the language of the vigne t t e  and the s e l e c t i o n  of dimens ions 

incorpora t e  s impl i fy ing  assumptions, which may r e s t r i c t  the genera l iz -  

a b i l i t y  of the r e s u l t s .  For example, the v igne t t e s  d id  no t  e x p l i c i t l y  

g ive  government a  r o l e  i n  supporting chi ldren ,  and respondents were some- 

times required to  decide among a number of claimants to  minimal resources 

without  being a b l e  t o  spec i fy  whether o r  no t  they assumed t h a t  the 

government would supplement an award. The v ignet tes  describe only the 

most common s i t u a t i o n ,  i n  which the mother is the cus tod ia l  parent ;  

judgments about con t r ibu t ions  of noncustodial mothers may d i f f e r  con- 

s ide rab ly  from the judgments given i n  t h i s  study. When the v igne t t e  



s t a t e d  t h a t  a  p a r e n t  had remar r ied ,  t he  new spouse 's  income was n o t  

de sc r i bed ,  t o  avo id  p r e sen t i ng  a  t h i r d  income. 

Each of 1003 respondents  was p resen ted  wi th  t h r ee  v i g n e t t e s ,  a l s o  

c a l l e d  f a c t o r i a l  o b j e c t s ,  t o  judge. I n  the  ana ly se s  p resen ted  below, 

approximately  9  pe r cen t  of t he se  o b j e c t s  a r e  omit ted because of 

nonresponse.  Of t h e  respondents  who answered t he  v igne t t e s :  4  p e r c e n t  

a r e  c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t s  and 2  pe r cen t  noncus t o d i a l  pa r en t s ;  t h e  average age 

i s  44 y e a r s ;  t h e  average  household income is $27,970; 67 pe r cen t  a r e  

female;  45 p e r c e n t  have more than a  high school  educa t ion ;  and 41  pe r cen t  

a r e  pa r en t s .  

PREDICTIONS FROM CHILD SUPPORT SYSTEMS 

The e a r l i e r  d i s c u s s i o n  descr ibed  s i x  c h i l d  suppor t  systems, t h a t  is ,  

s i x  c o n s i s  t e n t  combinations of a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e  and m a t e r i a l  operand. 

Each of t he se  systems r e p r e s e n t s  a  model t h a t  can be used t o  p r e d i c t  

respondent  behavior  when t h e  model holds.  Each system p r e d i c t s  what f a c -  

t o r s  respondents  w i l l  c ons ide r  when sugges t ing  awards. These p r e d i c t i o n s  

d i f f e r  a c r o s s  systems. By no t i ng  what f a c t o r s  respondents  t ake  i n t o  

account  i n  s e t t i n g  a  c h i l d  suppo r t  award, one can  i n f e r  t he  c h i l d  suppor t  

s y s  tem i m p l i c i t  i n  t h e i r  dec i s i ons .  I use  each of t he  s i x  c h i l d  suppo r t  

systems t o  p r e d i c t  how the  respondents  w i l l  t ake  the  fo l lowing  i n t o  

account :  f a t h e r '  s income, mother' s income, f a t h e r '  s remarr iage,  and 

mother ' s  remarr iage.  Because remarr iage a f f e c t s  r e sou rce s ,  the  p red ic -  

t i o n s  abou t  remarr iage a r e  l a r g e l y  p a r a l l e l  t o  t he  p r e d i c t i o n s  about  

income and a r e  descr ibed  i n  l e s s  d e t a i l .  The p r e d i c t i o n s  I p r e s e n t  a r e  

s t a t e d  i n  terms of e f f e c t s  of v a r i a b l e s  on suggested awards c o n t r o l l i n g  



f o r  o t h e r  v i g n e t t e  dimensions and s e l e c t e d  respondent  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  

( n e t  e f f e c t s ) .  

F a t h e r ' s  Income 

Because of the  i n h e r e n t  l i m i t s  t h a t  i t  e s t a b l i s h e s ,  the  income of the 

f a t h e r  i s  expected t o  be t he  l a r g e s t  i n f l uence  on the suggested awards. 

The f i r s t  p r o p o s i t i o n  d e s c r i b e s  i n f e r ences  about  which c h i l d  suppo r t  

s y s  tem g e n e r a t e s  awards based on the  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between f a t h e r ' s  income 

and suggested awards. The s i x  sy s  tems sugges t the  fo l lowing  p r e d i c t i o n s  

a b o u t  how awards vary w i th  an i n c r e a s e  i n  f a t h e r ' s  income: 

Remainder. The a b s o l u t e  amount of the  award remains cons tan t .  Th is  
i s  because t he  f a t h e r ' s  c o n t r i b u t i o n  is  determined on ly  by the  amount 
o f  t he  c h i l d r e n ' s  f i x e d  need and the  mother ' s  income. 

Equal c o n t r i b u t i o n s .  The a b s o l u t e  amount of the  award remains 
c o n s t a n t ,  because only t he  amount of the  c h i l d r e n ' s  f i x e d  need i s  
impor tan t  i n  s e t t i n g  awards. 

P r o p o r t i o n a l  con t r i bu  t i ons - f  ixed  need. The a b s o l u t e  amount of the 
award i n c r e a s e s  w i th  f a t h e r ' s  income up t o  a  po in t .  Because t he  
amount of t he  c h i l d r e n ' s  f i x e d  need s e t s  a c e i l i n g  on t h e  amount o f  
t h e  award, once the  c e i l i n g  is reached,  the  award remains cons t an t .  
Thus, the  t o t a l  award should d e c l i n e  r ap id ly  a s  a  percentage of 
f a t h e r ' s  income, even a t  moderate l e v e l s  of the  f a t h e r ' s  income. 

P r o p o r t i o n a l  con t r i b u t i o n s - v a r i a b l e  need. Both the  c h i l d r e n '  s needs 
and the  f a t h e r ' s  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  i n c r e a s e  w i th  f a t h e r ' s  income. While 
t h e  a b s o l u t e  amount of the  award thus  i nc r ea se s  wi th  f a t h e r ' s  income, 
t h e  award cou ld  be a decreas ing ,  cons t an t ,  o r  i nc r ea s ing  p ropo r t i on  
of  f a t h e r ' s  income, depending on t he  mother ' s  income. 

Income-equal izat ion.  Th is  system s p e c i f i e s  t h a t  the  a b s o l u t e  amount 
o f  t he  award i n c r e a s e s  w i th  f a t h e r ' s  income i n  such a  way t h a t  the  
award is an  i n c r e a s i n g  p ropo r t i on  of f a t h e r ' s  income. T h i s  can be 
s een  by cons ide r i ng  t he  simple ca se  of a mother who makes $1500 p e r  
month and c a r e s  f o r  1 c h i l d .  Under t he  s i m p l e s t  income-equal izat ion 
scheme, i f  t he  f a t h e r  makes $2000 p e r  month, t he  award is $833 o r  42 
p e r c e n t  of h i s  income; i f  he makes $5000, the  award i s  $2833 o r  57 
p e r c e n t  of h i s  income. 



Income- sharing.  Income- sharing s p e c i f i e s  t h a t  the amount of the 
award increase  with f a t h e r '  s  income, but  again,  t h a t  absolu te  
inc rease  could be a  decreasing,  cons tant ,  or  increas ing  proport ion of 
f a t h e r '  s  income, depending on the p a r t i c u l a r  sys tem used. 

The p red ic t ions  follow d i r e c t l y  from the d e f i n i t i o n s  of the con t r ibu t ion  

r u l e s .  Table 2 summarizes these predic t ions .  Of the fou r  systems t h a t  

p r e d i c t  an increase  i n  the absolu te  amount of the award, the award under 

income-equalization i s  highest18 and t h a t  under propor t ional  

cont r ibut ions- f ixed  need i s  lowest. The r e l a t i v e  ranking of the propor- 

t i o n a l  con t r ibu t ions -va r i ab le  need and the income-sharing systems i s  not  

spec i f i ed .  

Mother' s  Income 

The predic ted  e f f e c t s  of changes i n  the mother's income on suggested 

con t r ibu t ions  of the f a t h e r  p a r a l l e l  the predic t ions  j u s t  made. The con- 

sequences of changes i n  the mother's income a r e  discussed only f o r  the 

abso lu te  amount of the award; e f f e c t s  on the absolu te  amount of the award 

a r e  n o t  d i s t i n c t  from e f f e c t s  on the award a s  a  proport ion of f a the r '  s  

income when f a t h e r ' s  income i s  held constant .  With o ther  f a c t o r s  held 

cons tant ,  the systems p r e d i c t  t h a t  increas ing  the mother' s  income w i l l  

a f f e c t  suggested awards i n  the following ways: 

Remainder. The abso lu te  amount of the award decreases.  Assuming 
t h a t  a l l  of each d o l l a r  the mother earns  i s  dedicated to  the ch i ldren  
u n t i l  t h e i r  f i xed  needs a r e  met, the award decreases by $1 f o r  each 
$ 1  inc rease  i n  the mother' s  income. 

Equal cont r ibut ions .  The absolu te  amount of the award remains 
cons tan t ,  because the award i s  determined only by the amount of the 
c h i l d r e n ' s  f ixed  need. 



Table 2 

E f f e c t s  of Increases  i n  Pa ren ta l  Income on Suggested Awards 
under D i f f e r e n t  Child Support Sys tems 

E f f e c t  of Increase  i n  Income of: 

Father  Mother 
On Amount of 

On Absolute Award a s  On Absolute 
Child Support  Sys tem Amount of Proport ion of Amount of 
A l loca t ion  Rule (operand) Award Father ' s  Income Award 

1. Remainder ( f ixed  need) 

2 .  Equal con t r ibu t ions  
( f i x e d  need) 

3. Propor t ional  cont r ibut ions  
( f i x e d  need) 

4 .  Propor t ional  con t r ibu t ions  
( v a r i a b l e  need) 

no e f f e c t  cons tan t decrease 

no e f f e c t  

increase  
t o  need 
c e i l i n g  

inc rease  

cons t a n t  no e f f e c t  

sharply dec l in ing  decrease 

indeterminate no e f f e c t  
o r  
decrease 

increase  increas ing  decrease 

inc rease  inde termina t e  no e f f e c t  



P r o p o r t i o n a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n s - f i x e d  need. The abso lu t e  amount of the 
award dec r ea se s ,  because the  f a t h e r ' s  p ropor t ion  of t o t a l  p a r e n t a l  
income decreases .  

P r o p o r t i o n a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n s - v a r i a b l e  need. The a b s o l u t e  amount of the 
award i s  cons t a n t  o r  decreases .  The inde terminacy r e s u l  ts because 
p r o p o r t i o n a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n  r u l e s  i nc lude  both s t r ic t  p r o p o r t i o n a l i t y  
and rough p r o p o r t i o n a l i t y ,  such a s  a  rank o rde r  r u l e .  Two ca se s  
i l l u s t r a t e  the  p o s s i b i l i t i e s .  F i r s t ,  the  t o t a l  need can  be a  e x a c t  
f i x e d  p ropo r t i on  of t he  sum of both pa r en t s '  incomes; second, t o t a l  
need can  be a  rough p ropo r t i on  of t h i s  sum, so t h a t  need i s  roughly 
c o n s t a n t  f o r  a  range of incomes. I f  need and c o n t r i b u t i o n s  a r e  bo th  
e x a c t  p ropo r t i ons  of the  pa r en t s '  incomes, then an  i n c r e a s e  i n  e i t h e r  
income i s  balanced by an i n c r e a s e  i n  t h a t  p a r e n t ' s  c o n t r i b u t i o n  bu t  
does  n o t  a f f e c t  t he  c o n t r i b u t i o n  of t h e  o t h e r  parent.19 I f  need 
v a r i e s  w i th  income o v e r a l l  bu t  is  c o n s t a n t  w i t h i n  s p e c i f i c  ranges  of 
pa r en t s '  incomes, then  need can be cons idered  f i x e d  w i t h i n  a  range; 
t h e  p a t t e r n  descr ibed  e a r l i e r  f o r  f i x e d  need would apply w i th in  t he  
range.  

Income-equal izat ion.  The a b s o l u t e  amount of the  award dec r ea se s ,  
because t h e  f a t h e r '  s sha r e  of t o t a l  p a r e n t a l  resources  decreases .  

Income-sharing. The a b s o l u t e  amount of the  award i s  cons t an t .  By 
d e f i n i t i o n ,  a n  income-sharing system uses only t he  f a t h e r ' s  income a s  
a n  operand. 

The e f f e c t s  of i n c r e a s e s  i n  t he  mother ' s  income a r e  summarized i n  Tab le  

2 .  Following t h e  reason ing  given under the  d i s cus s ion  of the e f f e c t s  of 

i n c r e a s e s  i n  t he  f a t h e r ' s  income, the  e f f e c t s  of i nc r ea se s  i n  the  

mother ' s  income should be much l a r g e r  under a  p ropo r t i ona l  c o n t r i b u t i o n s -  

f i x e d  need system than under income-equal izat ion.  

Remarriage of t h e  P a r e n t s  

S t eppa ren t s  a r e  n o t  l e g a l l y  o b l i g a t e d  t o  suppo r t  t h e i r  s t epch i l d r en .  

I f  they were, s i n g l e  pa r en t s  would p r e s e n t  a  cons ide r ab l e  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  a  

p ro spec t i ve  spouse,  and someone cons ide r i ng  marrying a  s i n g l e  p a r e n t  

would have an  i n c e n t i v e  t o  c o h a b i t  i n s t e a d  (Bruch 1983, p. 126) .  Even 



assuming t h a t  respondents  a l s o  exempt s t e p p a r e n t s ,  remarr iage can have 

i n d i r e c t  e f f e c t s  on resources .  The e f f e c t  of remarr iage is  p o s i t i v e  i f  

i t  s ecu re s  a d d i t i o n a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  common expenses,  thus  f r e e i n g  up 

t h e  c u s t o d i a l  o r  noncus tod ia l  p a r e n t ' s  own resources .20 The e f f e c t  is 

n e g a t i v e  i f  i t  r e s u l t s  i n  a d d i t i o n a l  c la ims  on t he  c u s t o d i a l  o r  non- 

c u s t o d i a l  ~ a r e n t ' s  income. Assuming t h a t  a new spouse c o n t r i b u t e s  t o  

common expenses i n  p ropo r t i on  to h i s  o r  her  income, a c u s t o d i a l  mother is 

l i k e l y  t o  i n c u r  g r e a t e r  b e n e f i t s  from remarr iage than a noncus tod ia l  

f a t h e r .  Furthermore,  compared t o  a cus tod ia  1 mother, a noncus t o d i a l  

f a t h e r  who r emar r i e s  is  more l i k e l y  to  i ncu r  new o b l i g a t i o n s  ( t o  

s t e p c h i l d r e n  o r  a nonworking spouse) .  Remarriage may b r i ng  o b l i g a t i o n s  

t o  new c h i l d r e n  f o r  e i t h e r  pa r en t ,  bu t  remarr ied f a t h e r s  a r e  more l i k e l y  

t han  remarr ied mothers t o  have the  primary f i n a n c i a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  

t h e  new ch i l d r en .  

Taking t he  f a t h e r ' s  remarr iage i n t o  account  i n  making an  award i nd i -  

ca  t e s  t h a t  respondents  cons ide r  h i s  o t h e r  o b l i g a t i o n s ;  i n  most c a se s  

t h e s e  o t h e r  o b l i g a t i o n s  reduce h i s  resources .  Taking t h e  mother ' s  

r emar r iage  i n t o  account  i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  respondents  acknowledge her  

i nc r ea sed  resources .  I f  remarr iage is  cons idered  on ly  a s  something t h a t  

a f f e c t s  r e sou rce s  and expendable income, then remarr iage of the  f a t h e r  

should  have the  same e f f e c t  a s  a dec r ea se  i n  income, whereas remar r iage  

of  t he  mother should have the  same e f f e c t  a s  a n  i n c r e a s e  i n  income ( s e e  

Tab l e  2 )  under t h e  f i r s t  f o u r  systems. For income-equal izat ion,  a s i m i -  

l a r  e f f e c t  may occur ,  b u t  i t  occurs  because t he  number of c o n t r i b u t o r s  

and t h e  number of people  t o  be supported i n  each household changes w i th  



remarriage (Sawhill  1983). Income-sharing by d e f i n i t i o n  does not  con- 

s i d e r  the resources of the cus tod ia l  parent ,  so remarriage of the mother 

should n o t  a f f e c t  awards i f  t h i s  system i s  used. The implicat ions of 

income-sharing f o r  remarriage of the f a t h e r  a re  l e s s  c lear -cut ;  i f  ob l i -  

ga t ions  a r e  fixed i n  the order  incurred,  then the remarriage of the 

f a t h e r  should no t  a f f e c t  the award. 

THE STRUCTURE OF JUDGMENTS 

The judgment model i s  a va r i an t  of t ha t  presented by Rossi and Nock 

( 1982 ) , i n  which judgments a re  regressed on v igne t t e  dimensions. The i r  

r eg res s ion  model i s  modified to take i n t o  account tha t  the award was zero 

f o r  10.2 percent of the v ignet tes .  A l l  answers were transformed to  log 

d o l l a r s  f o r  ana lys is .  To avoid c rea t ing  small o u t l i e r s ,  answers of 0 

were recoded to 20, the smal les t  observed value, before taking logs.21 

The t o b i t  model separa tes  the e f f e c t s  of the independent va r i ab le s  on 

suggested awards i n t o  two par t s :  a l i n e a r  e f f e c t  given t h a t  the award i s  

g r e a t e r  than the na tu ra l  log of 20, and a nonlinear  e f f e c t  on the proba- 

b i l i t y  tha t  the award i s  g rea t e r  than the na tu ra l  log of 20 ( ~ r e e n e  1986: 

Maddala 1983). I f  yi i s  the award suggested f o r  the ith v igne t t e ,  13 i s  a 

vec to r  of parameters to be est imated,  xi i s  a vector  of determinants of 

awards, and E i  i s  an unobserved e r r o r  term with mean zero and variance 

o 2  then a tobi t model i s  

and 

otherwise. 



Table 3  p resen t s  the est imated t o b i t  c o e f f i c i e n t s  f o r  the e f f e c t s  of 

t he  v i g n e t t e  dimensions represented a s  dummy va r i ab le s  and se l ec t ed  

respondent c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  on suggested awards.22 The reported s tandard 

e r r o r s  assume simple random sampling.23 The t o b i t  c o e f f i c i e n t s  express  

the  l i n e a r  e f f e c t  of the independent va r i ab le s  i n  the untrunca ted popula- 

t i o n  (McDonald and Mof f i t t  1980, p. 320),  taking i n t o  account tha t  the 

p r o b a b i l i t y  of making the lowest award i s  a  funct ion  of the same 

v a r i a b l e s  t h a t  determine the value of the award when i t  i s  g r e a t e r  than 

the  lowest award. The r e l a t i v e  importance of the independent va r i ab le s  

and t h e i r  e f f e c t s  on some continuous l a t e n t  dependent va r i ab le  can be 

described by r e f e r r i n g  to  the t o b i t  coe f f i c i en t s .  I n  c o n t r a s t ,  the 

expected va lues  of the award f o r  various combinations of the independent 

va r i ab le s  incorporate  both the l i n e a r i t y  expressed by the t o b i t  coef- 

f i c i e n t  and the  non l inea r i ty  introduced by the e f f e c t  of the independent 

v a r i a b l e s  on the p robab i l i t y  of being a t  o r  above the boundary.24 I n  

t h i s  app l i ca t ion ,  dec is ions  about awards a t  the lowest l eve l  of f a t h e r ' s  

income must incorpora te  t rade-of fs  be tween h i s  su rv iva l  needs and those 

of  the ch i ldren .  To the ex ten t  t h a t  the lower bound i s  a  funct ion  of the 

se r ious  c o n s t r a i n t s  imposed on awards i n  extreme s c a r c i t y ,  the t o b i t  

c o e f f i c i e n t s  can be in t e rp re t ed  a s  expressing the r e  l a  t ionship be tween 

the  independent va r i ab le s  and awards i n  the absence of such cons t r a in t s .  

The expected values,  on the  o the r  hand, summarize the awards suggested i n  

the  presence of these cons t r a in t s .  

A l l  of the v i g n e t t e  dimensions have s u b s t a n t i a l  e f f e c t s  on suggested 

awards. I t  a l s o  appears t h a t  women propose la rger  awards than do men, 

and t h a t  there  i s  a  tendency, although i t  is n o t  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  f o r  o lder  



Table  3 

E f f e c t s  of V igne t t e  Dimensions on Suggested Awards (Tob i t  ~ o e f f  i c i e n t s )  

- 

C o e f f i c i e n t  SE Exp(b) Expected Values 

Cons t a n  t 3.952* .I19 

DIMENSIONS 

Fa t h e r '  s monthly income 
$ 500 

1000 
2000 
3000 
5000 

Mother ' s monthly income 
does  n o t  work --- --- 
makes $500 a month - .017 ,048 
makes $1500 a month -.412* .051 

F a t h e r '  s m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  
ha s  n o t  remar r ied  --- --- 
h a s  s t a r t e d  a new family  -.179* .042 

Mother ' s  m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  
ha s  n o t  remarr ied 
h a s  remarr ied 

Number of c h i l d r e n  
1 young c h i l d  
2 young c h i l d r e n  
3 young c h i l d r e n  

RESPONDENT CHARACTERISTICS 

Female .161* .043 
High school  g r adua t e  ,144 .066 
More than  h igh  school  g r adua t e  .I92 .067 

Number of v i g n e t t e s  2634 

n o t e s  cont inued 



2 4 

T a b l e  3 ,  con t inued  

Notes:  Data a r e  from Wisconsin CHIPPS (1985) ,  exc lud ing  oversample. The 
dependent  v a r i a b l e  is  t h e  log  of the  award expressed  i n  d o l l a r s .  
Answers i n  pe rcen tages  were t ransformed t o  d o l l a r s .  The v a l u e  
"20" was added i f  the  v a l u e  was "0." C a t e g o r i e s  show the  e x a c t  
wording of the  dimension, a l t h o u g h  the  dimensions a r e  n o t  i n  t h e  
o r d e r  p r e s e n t e d .  The r e f e r e n c e  ca tegory  i s  shown f i r s t  f o r  each  
dimension. For t h e  ca tegory  dummy v a r i a b l e s ,  t h e  l a b e l  i n  the  
s t u b  of t h e  t a b l e  i n d i c a t e s  t h e  ca tegory  t h a t  was coded 1. 

Exp(b) i s  t h e  e x p o n e n t i a t i o n  of t h e  c o e f f i c i e n t .  

Expected v a l u e s  assume one c h i l d ,  t h a t  n e i t h e r  p a r e n t  has 
r e m a r r i e d ,  t h a t  t h e  mo t h e r  i s  unemployed, and t h a t  t h e  responden t  
i s  a  43-year-old  male h igh  school  g r a d u a t e  who d id  n o t  a t t e n d  
c o l l e g e .  

* C o e f f i c i e n t  i s  a t  l e a s t  t h r e e  t imes i t s  s t a n d a r d  e r r o r  be£ o r e  rounding.  



and more educated respondents t o  suggest  higher  awards. Exponentiating 

the c o e f f i c i e n t s  i nd ica t e s  how much the award f o r  t h a t  income category is 

mu1 t i p l i e d  compared t o  the reference category, holding o the r  va r i ab le s  

cons tant .  The exponentiated c o e f f i c i e n t s  f o r  the v igne t t e  dimensions a r e  

a l s o  presented i n  Table 3.  Compared to the award f o r  1 ch i ld ,  f o r  

example, the award i s  1.3 times l a r g e r  when there a r e  2 ch i ld ren ,  and 1.5 

times l a r g e r  when there  a r e  3. Overal l ,  the awards a r e  l a r g e r  when the 

f a t h e r ' s  resources a r e  higher  than when they a re  lower; the awards a r e  

l a r g e r  when the mother's resources a r e  lower. 

Parents '  Income and Remarriage 

The r e s u l t s  presented i n  Table 3 i n d i c a t e  t h a t  the award increases  

wi th  f a t h e r '  s  income. Considering the e f f e c t s  i n  the untruncated popula- 

t i o n ,  compared to  the award made i f  the f a t h e r  makes $500 a month, the 

award i s  2.4 times l a r g e r  when the f a t h e r ' s  monthly income i s  $1000, 4.8 

times l a r g e r  when the f a t h e r ' s  income is $2000, 6.5 times l a r g e r  when the 

f a t h e r ' s  income is $3000, and 9.6 times l a r g e r  when the f a t h e r '  s  income 

i s  $5000. The r a t i o  of each income category to  the reference category i s  

s l i g h t l y  below the r a t i o  of t h e i r  suggested awards u n t i l  $5000 monthly 

income i s  reached, when the p a t t e r n  reverses.  For example, the r a t i o  of 

$2000 t o  $500 i s  somewhat lower than 4.8, which i s  the r a t i o  of the 

suggested awards f o r  the two income c l a s s e s  a s  indica ted  by the exponen- 

t i a t i o n  of the c o e f f i c i e n t  f o r  the f a t h e r ' s  income of $2000; the r a t i o  of 

$5000 t o  $500 (10) i s  s l i g h t l y  g r e a t e r  than 9.6, the r a t i o  of the 

suggested awards f o r  the two income c lasses .  



The expected va lue s ,  which i nco rpo ra t e  the  p r o b a b i l i t i e s  of being a t  

o r  above t h e  boundary, p r e s e n t  a  more s t r o n g l y  r eg re s s ive  p a t t e r n .  For  

example, f o r  t h e  c a s e  i n  which n e i t h e r  p a r e n t  has remarr ied,  t h e r e  is 1 

c h i l d ,  and the  mother i s  unemployed, t he  expected va lue s  of t he  suggested 

awards a r e  $133 $199, $355, $472, and $683 f o r  t h e  f i v e  va lues  of 

f a t h e r ' s  income, a s  shown i n  Table  3 .  Thus, the  a b s o l u t e  va lue  of the  

expected va lue  of t h e  suggested award i nc r ea se s  d r ama t i ca l l y  w i th  

f a t h e r ' s  income. Express ing the  awards a s  a  percen tage  of f a t h e r '  s 

income, however, i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  t he  p a t t e r n  of the  awards i s  r eg re s s ive ;  

t h e  awards correspond t o  28,  20 ,  18,  16 ,  and 14 p e r c e n t  of the  f a t h e r ' s  

income. I n  combination,  the  t o b i t  c o e f f i c i e n t s  and t he  expected va lue s  

s u g g e s t  t h a t  respondents  modify an under ly ing  rough p r o p o r t i o n a l i t y  i n  

t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between f a t h e r ' s  income and suggested awards i n  o rde r  t o  

en su re  t h a t  t he  s u r v i v a l  needs of t he  c h i l d r e n  a r e  met when the  f a t h e r ' s  

income i s  very low. 

The r e l a t i o n s h i p  between f a t h e r ' s  income and suggested awards can be 

i n t e r p r e t e d  by r e f e r r i n g  t o  Tab le  2. The remainder and equa l  con t r ibu-  

t i o n s  systems, which s p e c i f y  t h a t  t he  award remain cons t an t ,  r e c e i v e  no 

suppor t .  Because t h e  i n c r e a s e  i n  the  a b s o l u t e  va lue  of the  awards i s  

s u b s t a n t i a l  throughout  t he  range of f a t h e r ' s  income examined, i t  is very 

u n l i k e l y  t h a t  t h e  awards were genera ted  us ing  a  p ropo r t i ona l  

c o n t r i b u  t ions - f  ixed need s y s  tem. There i s  no i n d i c a t i o n  t h a t  awards a r e  

p rog re s s ive ,  s o  t h a t  the  p a t t e r n  i s  i n c o n s i s t e n t  wi th  income- 

e q u a l i z a t i o n .  The p a t t e r n  is most c o n s i s  t e n t  w i th  e i t h e r  a  p r o p o r t i o n a l  

c o n t r i b u t i o n s - v a r i a b l e  need o r  an  income-sharing system. The e f f e c t  of 

f a t h e r '  s remarr iage,  however, a l though  sma l l  by comparison wi th  t he  



e f f e c t s  of income ( t h e  award i s  .84 of the award made i f  he had no t  

remarr ied) ,  is  to  decrease the award. According t o  the argument made 

e a r l i e r ,  such an e f f e c t  i s  cons i s t en t  with a  proport ional  cont r ibut ions-  

v a r i a b l e  need system. 

The mother's income and resources a l s o  a f f e c t  the award. A small 

i nc rease  i n  the mother 's income does not  appear to  have much impact on 

the  amount suggested, but  l a r g e r  increases  i n  income and remarriage both 

have s u b s t a n t i a l  negat ive e f f e c t s  on the suggested award. Considering 

j u s t  the tob i  t c o e f f i c i e n t s  and t h e i r  e f f e c t s  i n  the untrunca ted popula- 

t i o n ,  i f  the mother earns  $500 per  month, the award i s  subs t a n t i a l l y  the 

same a s  i f  she does no t  work, bu t  the suggested award i f  the mother earns  

$1500 p e r  month i s  approximately .66 of the award i f  she i s  unemployed. 

These r e s u l t s  suggest  t h a t  an underlying p ropor t iona l i ty  may ob ta in  f o r  

t he  e f f e c t s  of mother 's income a s  well:  mult iplying her  income by 3 

reduces the award by one- th i rd .  The range of mother's income used i n  the 

v i g n e t t e s  is  too r e s t r i c t e d  to explore t h i s  p o s s i b i l i t y  fu r the r .  The 

suggested decrease when a  cus tod ia l  mother remarries  is comparable t o  the 

decrease when she makes $1500 per month a s  compared to  being unemployed. 

This  decrease suggests  t h a t  respondents t r e a t  p a r t  of the award a s  a  

con t r ibu t ion  t o  common expenses required t o  maintain the ch i ld ren  i n  a  

household a t  a l l ;  s i n c e  a  new spouse necessar i ly  cont r ibutes  t o  these 

expenses, the  noncus t o d i a l  parent  need n o t  dupl ica te  t h a t  cont r ibut ion .  

Overa l l ,  the  equal cont r ibut ions- f ixed  need and income-sharing systems 

r ece ive  no support  from the r e s u l t s  about mother's income and remarriage. 

Of the remaining four  systems, the p a t t e r n  observed f o r  mother' s  resour- 

c e s  i s  cons is  t e n t  with the sys  tern t h a t  received the s t r o n g e s t  support  



from t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between f a t h e r ' s  r e s o u r c e s  and award--the propor- 

t i o n a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n s - v a r i a b l e  need system. 

0 t h e r  Evidence 

I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  t h e  p r e d i c t i o n s  summarized i n  Table  2,  t h e  v i g n e t t e s  

o f f e r  o t h e r  ev idence  abou t  the  s y s  tem genera  t i n g  sugges t ed  awards. One 

i n s t a n c e  i s  provided by a comparison of the  expected award when the  

p a r e n t s  have n o t  r emar r ied  w i t h  the  award t h a t  would be made under t h e  

s i m p l e s t  income-equa l iza t ion  system. T h i s  comparison i s  p o s s i b l e  because 

t h e  v i g n e t t e s  s p e c i f y  t h e  t o t a l  income and number of persons  t o  be sup- 

p o r t e d  i n  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n .  For example, an  unmarried mother w i t h  1 c h i l d  

making $1500 p e r  month would r e c e i v e  an award of $129 from a f a t h e r  who 

ea rned  $2000 p e r  month, making t h e  p e r  person income i n  h e r  household 

$814; t h e  unmarried f a t h e r  would have $1871 remaining a f t e r  t h e  award.25 

The p e r  c a p i t a  household incomes a r e  c l e a r l y  n o t  equal .  

Both a remainder r u l e  and income-equal izat ion would p r e d i c t  t h a t  t h a t  

t h e r e  would be no award i f  t h e  mother has  more income than the  f a t h e r ,  

even i f  t h e  f a t h e r  cou ld  a f f o r d  t o  c o n t r i b u t e .  T h i s  p r e d i c t i o n  would be 

t r u e  f o r  t h e  remainder r u l e  a s  long a s  t h e  t h e  mother cou ld  meet t h e  

c h i l d r e n ' s  s u b s i s t e n c e  needs  and would always be t r u e  under  income- 

e q u a l i z a t i o n .  I n  t h e  v i g n e t t e s ,  t h e s e  c o n d i t i o n s  would approximately  

ho ld  i f  t h e  mother ea rned  $1500 p e r  month, had remar r ied ,  and was sup- 

p o r t i n g  one c h i l d ,  whi le  t h e  f a t h e r  earned $1000 p e r  month and had n o t  

r emar r ied .  An award was made i n  16 (84 p e r c e n t )  of the  19 v i g n e t t e s  t h a t  

p r e s e n t e d  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n ,  f u r t h e r  s u g g e s t i n g  t h a t  the  remainder and 

income-equa l iza t ion  r u l e s  were n o t  used. 



F i n a l l y ,  income-sharing r equ i re s  tha t  an award be made regard less  of 

the f a t h e r ' s  income or  o the r  obl iga t ions .  Considering the cases  i n  which 

the  f a t h e r  earned only $500 per  month, awards were made i n  84 percent  of 

the 158 v i g n e t t e s  i n  which the mother earned $500 o r  l e s s  per month and 

even i n  57 percent  of the 100 v i g n e t t e s  i n  which the mother earned $1500 

monthly. While income-sharing is not  dominant, i n  tha t  the cus tod ia l  

~ a r e n t ' s  income and the mar i t a l  s t a t u s  of the parents  a f f e c t  suggested 

awards, f o r  the most p a r t ,  the suggested awards incorporate  the p r i n c i p l e  

emphasized by income-sharing t h a t  some award should always be made.26 

I n  c o n t r a s t  to  the evidence a g a i n s t  the o the r  systems, i n  the untrun- 

ca t ed  populat ion mutiplying f a t h e r ' s  income by a  constant  r e s u l t s  i n  

mul t ip ly ing  the suggested award by a  number c lose  to  t h a t  cons tant ,  a  

s t ra ight forward  kind of propor t ional  cont r ibut ions-var iab le  need system. 

Even with the departure from t h i s  simple p ropor t iona l i ty  seen i n  the 

expected values,  the combined evidence of the e f f e c t s  of pa ren ta l  resour- 

ces  and remarriage s t rongly  suggests  t h a t  respondents use a  system t h a t  

can be most simply described a s  propor t ional  cont r ibut ions-var iab le  need. 

DISCUSSION 

By d i s t ingu i sh ing  the con t r ibu t ion  r u l e  from i t s  operand, t h i s  analy- 

s is  i d e n t i f i e d  c h i l d  support  sys tems tha t  d i f f e r  i n  whether they operate  

on c h i l d r e n ' s  needs, parents '  resources,  o r  both to  determine what is to  

be a l l o c a t e d  between parents .  Suggested ch i ld  support awards appear t o  

assume t h a t  the needs of ch i ld ren  increase  with the parents '  resources 

and t h a t  the parents  should con t r ibu te  to  those needs i n  proport ion t o  

t h e i r  resources. This  system is a  kind of hybrid, i n  t h a t  i t  e x p l i c i t l y  



c o n s i d e r s  needs of c h i l d r e n  and i m p l i c i t l y  c o n s i d e r s  needs  of p a r e n t s ,  

and p r o v i d e s  an  i n s t a n c e  of invoking mu1 t i p l e  r u l e s  s o  t h a t  f i x e d  resour -  

c e s  c a n  be a l l o c a t e d  j u s t l y  (Cook and Yamagishi 1983).  A s c a r c e  r e s o u r c e  

i s  be ing  a l l o c a t e d  t o  t h e  l e a s t  advantaged p a r t y  among those  concerned,  

and r u l e s  t h a t  c o n s i d e r  need appear  t o  s u p p l a n t  a 1  t e r n a  t i v e s ,  f o r  

example, o b j e c t i v e  e q u a l i t y ,  a s  p rev ious  r e s e a r c h  s u g g e s t s  would occur  

(Greenberg 1981; Lamm and Schwinger 1980; Rawls 1971, p. 302) .  The p r e f -  

e r e n c e  f o r  p r o p o r t i o n a l i t y  over  e q u a l i t y  i n  making c h i l d  s u p p o r t  awards 

implements a  modif ied v e r s i o n  of "from each  a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e i r  a b i l i t i e s ,  

t o  each accord ing  t o  t h e i r  needs" i n  seek ing  j u s t i c e  f o r  a l l  p a r t i e s . 2 7  

The s tudy  of p r i n c i p l e s  of j u s t i c e  has o f t e n  focused on a l l o c a t i o n s  

o f  p o s i t i v e  goods, and of income o r  wages i n  p a r t i c u l a r .  Th i s  i s  t r u e  of 

b o t h  t h e  exper imenta l  and t h e  nonexper imental  l i t e r a t u r e s  ( r e c e n t  

examples i n c l u d e  Markovsky 1985; Alwin 1987; Mirowsky 1987).  The con- 

d i t i o n s  under  which p o s i t i v e  va lues  a r e  a l l o c a t e d  e q u a l l y  o r  i n  propor- 

t i o n  t o  some r e c i p i e n t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  have been addressed  (Cook and 

Hegtved t  1983) ,  b u t  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  a f f e c t i n g  t h e  cho ice  of r u l e  f o r  nega- 

t i v e  va lues  a r e  l e s s  w e l l  s p e c i f i e d  (Hamilton and Ryt ina  1980; Lamm, 

Kayser ,  and Schanz 1983) .  Fur thermore,  d i s t i n c t i o n s  among t h e  s i t u a t i o n s  

i n  which n e g a t i v e  va lues  a r e  d i spensed  a r e  needed. For example, Tornblorn 

and Jonsson (1987) compared t h e  pe rce ived  j u s t i c e  of e q u a l i t y  and propor- 

t i o n a l i  t y  r u l e s  i n  a l l o c a t i n g  p o s i t i v e  and n e g a t i v e  outcomes. They f i n d  

t h a t  t h e  e q u a l i t y  r u l e  was cons idered  j u s t  i n  a l l  c o n d i t i o n s  r e g a r d l e s s  

o f  which type of outcome was d i s t r i b u t e d ,  whereas the  p r o p o r t i o n a l i t y  

r u l e  was cons idered  u n j u s t  i n  a l l  b u t  two c o n d i t i o n s ,  both  of which 

invo lved  p o s i t i v e  outcomes. The a p p l i c a b i l i t y  of these  f i n d i n g s  t o  t h e  



c a s e  of  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  i s  l i m i t e d ;  because  t h e  s tudy  a s s o c i a t e d  n e g a t i v e  

outcomes w i t h  a  t a s k  f a i l u r e ,  t h e  n e g a t i v e  outcomes were a  k ind  of 

punishment. Making c h i l d  s u p p o r t  awards r e q u i r e s  a l l o c a t i n g  c o s t s  be- 

tween p a r e n t s  s o  t h a t  a  b e n e f i t  can  then  be passed on t o  c h i l d r e n .  The 

c o s t s  a l l o c a t e d  a r e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,  n o t  punishments,  and t h e r e  is 

s t r o n g  e v i d e n c e  t h a t  r e sponden t s  u s e  a  p r o p o r t i o n a l i t y  r u l e .  

I f  i t  is t r u e  t h a t  i n  n a t u r a l  s e t t i n g s  people  f o c u s  on p rocedures  

r a t h e r  than  outcomes i n  a s s e s s i n g  t h e  f a i r n e s s  of i n s t i t u t i o n s  ( ~ y l e r  and 

Ca ine  1981) ,  then  deve lop ing  j u s t  p rocedures  f o r  a r r i v i n g  a t  c h i l d  sup- 

p o r t  awards is  i m p o r t a n t  f o r  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  and p r a c t i c a l  s u c c e s s  of c h i l d  

s u p p o r t  reforms.  While t h e  argument has  been made t h a t  mathemat ica l  f o r -  

mulas  a r e  simply r u l e s  t h a t  judges  can  u s e  t o  e x p r e s s  p r e f e r e n c e s  a b o u t  

who shou ld  s h a r e  t h e  c o s t s  of t h e  c h i l d r e n  ( ~ i a m p e t r o  1986, p. 3 8 8 ) ,  

judges  presumably cou ld  e x p r e s s  t h e i r  p r e f e r e n c e s  even more e a s i l y  i n  t h e  

a b s e n c e  of such r u l e s .  Fur thermore ,  i t  a p p e a r s  t h a t  o r d i n a r y  judgments 

themselves  u s e  a  k i n d  of mathemat ica l  formula;  r e sponden t s '  s u g g e s t e d  

awards  a p p e a r  t o  be a  f a i r l y  c o n s t a n t  pe rcen tage  of t h e  f a t h e r ' s  income 

o v e r  a t  l e a s t  moderate  l e v e l s  of income. 

N e i t h e r  t h e  s y s  tern t h a t  u n d e r l i e s  r e sponses  t o  t h e s e  v i g n e t t e s  n o r  

t h e  a b s o l u t e  v a l u e  of t h e  sugges ted  awards i s  c l e a r l y  more j u s t  than  

o t h e r  p o s s i b l e  systems o r  awards. One canno t ,  f o r  example, simply recom- 

mend t h a t  t h e  system embodied i n  t h e s e  b e l i e f s  be implemented. A c h i l d  

s u p p o r t  sys tem t h a t  d i f f e r s  i n  i m p o r t a n t  ways from the  system t h a t  c i t i -  

z e n s  o r d i n a r i l y  use ,  however, w i l l  need t o  be j u s t i f i e d  and e x p l a i n e d  t o  

g a i n  suppor t .  The f i n d i n g s  r e p o r t e d  h e r e  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  the  p r e f e r e n c e s  

embodied i n  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  r u l e s  a r e  n o t  based on narrow o r  s i t u a t i o n a l  



i n t e r e s t s ,  b u t  u s e  g e n e r a l  r u l e s  of f a i r n e s s  t o  a r r i v e  a t  a n  outcome. A 

system based on t h e  everyday p r i n c i p l e s  of j u s t i c e  embodied i n  t h e s e  

c i t i z e n  p r e f e r e n c e s ,  however, may be l e s s  impor tan t  i n  a  changing s o c i e t y  

t h a n  a  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  system t h a t  s u p p o r t s  b roader  s o c i a l  v a l u e s ,  such a s  

t h e  c o n t i n u i n g  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  of parenthood. 



Notes 

l ~ h e  Chi ld  Suppor t  Enforcement Amendments s p e c i f y  t h a t  s t a t e s  i n s t i -  

t u t e  t h r e e  of t h e  fo l lowing :  ( 1 )  v o l u n t a r y  wage wi thholding;  ( 2 )  s t a n -  

d a r d s  f o r  de te rmin ing  awards; ( 3 )  s e c u r i t y  bond; ( 4 )  i n i t i a t i n g  p a t e r n i t y  

p roceed ings  when t h e  l i a b l e  p a r e n t  r e f u s e s  t o  coopera te ;  and ( 5 )  use  of 

p a t e r n i t y  t e s t s  ( S t u a r t  1986, p. 204).  

2 ~ c k h o f f  (1974, pp. 148-152) l i s t s  t h r e e  types  of r e c i p r o c a t i o n  i n  

which n e g a t i v e  v a l u e s  a r e  exchanged: revenge,  punishment, and com- 

p e t i t i o n .  The c a s e  of c h i l d  s u p p o r t  i s  most l i k e  compet i t ion ,  the  c a s e  

h e  does n o t  d i s c u s s .  

3 ~ e c o n d a r y  p a r t i e s  w i t h  a n  i n t e r e s t  i n  the  income of the  noncus t o d i a l  

and  c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t s ,  such a s  new spouses  and c h i l d r e n  of e i t h e r  p a r e n t  

o r  t axpayers ,  a r e  l a r g e l y  ignored i n  t h i s  d i s c u s s i o n .  For s i m p l i c i t y ,  I 

assume s e v e r a l  c h i l d r e n ,  a  male n o n c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t ,  and a  female cus to -  

d i a l  p a r e n t .  

4 ~ h i s  i s  n o t  t o  say t h a t  p r i n c i p l e s  of j u s t i c e  a r e  t h e  only  i n f l u e n -  

c e s  on such  judgments o r  t h a t  t h e  payment suggested i s  t h e  on ly  one t h a t  

would be cons idered  f a i r .  The same person may reach  d i f f e r e n t  judgments 

a b o u t  t h e  f a i r n e s s  of a  s i t u a t i o n  depending,  f o r  example, on whether he 

o r  s h e  f o c u s e s  on procedures  o r  outcomes, on p e r s o n a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  o r  

p r o c e s s e s  ( L e r n e r  1981);  which of t h e s e  i s  s a l i e n t  may depend on t h e  

i n f o r m a t i o n  a v a i l a b l e  a s  w e l l  a s  o t h e r  f a c t o r s .  D i r e c t l y  r a t i n g  the  

j u s t i c e  of a  g iven  payment i n  a  g i v e n  s i t u a t i o n  i s  s u b s t a n t i v e l y  d i f -  

f e r e n t  from t h e  t a s k  analyzed h e r e  and cannot  be assumed t o  l ead  t o  the  

same r e s u l t s .  I n  t h e  c a s e  of income, f o r  example, Shepelak and Alwin 

(1986, pp. 41-42) p r e s e n t  evidence t h a t  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  s u b j e c t i v e  



judgments of f a i r  income, theore t i c a l l y  derived jus t income values,  and 

r a t i n g s  tha t  can be assumed to be influenced by perceptions of j u s t i c e ,  

such a s  r a t i n g s  of overpayment and underpayment and of s a t i s f a c t i o n  with 

income, a re  d i s t i n c t  i n  some ways. Discussions of judgments involving 

j u s t i c e  do not  always preserve such d i s t i n c t i o n s .  

5 ~ c k h o f f  (1974, pp. 30-31) charac ter izes  these a s  the domains of 

r e t r i b u t i v e  and d i s t r i b u t i v e  j u s t i c e  respect ively.  Cook and Hegtvedt 

(1983) use the terms equity and d i s t r i b u t i v e  ju s t i ce .  The terminology in  

t h i s  l i t e r a t u r e  i s  not  standard. I n  c o n t r a s t  to the usage j u s t  c i t e d ,  

f o r  example, Cook and Hegtvedt (1983, p. 218) and ~;rnblom and Jonsson 

(1987) r e f e r  to the a l l o c a t i o n  of pos i t i ve  outcomes a s  d i s t r i b u t i o n  and 

the a l l o c a t i o n  of negat ive outcomes as  r e t r ibu t ion .  Because Eckhof f  

(1974) makes many d i s t i n c t i o n s  tha t  are  re levant  here, I use h i s  ter-  

minology when possible.  A major exception i s  t ha t  I c a l l  "al locat ion" or 

"contr ibut ion1'  r u l e s  what he usual ly r e f e r s  to more genera l ly  a s  

"p r inc ip l e s  of equal i ty .  " 

60ne could argue, f o r  example, t h a t  the noncustodial parent  o f f e r s  

help wi th  support i n  r e tu rn  for  the day- to-day chi ld  care of fered  by the 

c u s t o d i a l  parent. I f  ch i ldren  o f f e r  tangible  and in tangib le  rewards in  

exchange f o r  support ,  i n  the long run there i s  a l s o  exchange between 

parents  and chi ldren.  Thus, parents  may consider the amount, frequency, 

and l ikel ihood of expected r e tu rns  from t h e i r  ch i ldren  when making c h i l d  

suppor t  decis ions.  The usefulness  f o r  the present  research of viewing 

c h i l d  support a s  involving rec iproca t ion  between parents  and chi ldren  i s  

l imi ted  by the long time frame f o r  parent-chi ld exchanges. Parents  do 

n o t  repeatedly a d j u s t  the amount they spend on chi ldren  to take i n t o  



a c c o u n t  rece ived  o r  expec ted  r e t u r n s ,  i n  p a r t  because  many of the  

expec ted  r e t u r n s  a r e  due only  a f t e r  p a r e n t a l  s u p p o r t  has ceased.  Most 

i m p o r t a n t ,  w h i l e  p a r e n t s '  commitment t o  meeting t h e i r  o b l i g a t i o n s  t o  sup- 

p o r t  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  may depend on expected rewards,  the  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  

s u p p o r t  c h i l d r e n  is  n o t  c o n t i n g e n t  upon r e c e i v i n g  t h e s e  rewards. 

7 ~ h e  d i s c u s s i o n  of Cohen and Greenberg (1982, p. 2 )  d i s t i n g u i s h e s  

between formal  p r i n c i p l e s  of j u s t i c e  (what I c a l l  a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e s )  and 

m a t e r i a l  p r i n c i p l e s  of j u s t i c e  (what I c a l l  t h e  p r o c e d u r a l  operand) .  

What I c a l l  t h e  m a t e r i a l  operand i s  n o t  d i scussed .  

8 ~ o l l o w i n g  Eckhoff (1974, p. 205) ,  an a l l o c a t i o n  i s  a  s e t  of r e l a t e d  

t r a n s f e r s .  The d i s t r i b u t i o n  of outcomes w i t h i n  a  group is t h e  r e s u l t  of 

a l l o c a t i o n s .  I n  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  t h a t  f o l l o w s ,  I c a l l  an  " a l l o c a t i o n , "  

what  Deutsch (1985, pp. 31-35) c a l l s  a  " d i s t r i b u t i o n . "  The s o u r c e s  of a  

s e n s e  of i n j u s t i c e  w i t h  r e s p e c t  t o  a  p a r t i c u l a r  a l l o c a t i o n  of b e n e f i t s  o r  

c o s t s  t h a t  Deutsch d i s t i n g u i s h e s  a r e  ( 1 )  t h e  v a l u e  under ly ing  t h e  a l l o c a -  

t i o n ;  ( 2 )  t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  t h i n g  be ing  a l l o c a t e d ;  ( 3 )  t h e  r o l e s  of t h e  

p a r t i e s  t o  t h e  a l l o c a t i o n ;  ( 4 )  t h e  t iming and c h a r a c t e r  of t h e  a l l o c a t i o n  

p r o c e s s ;  ( 5 )  t h e  r u l e s  o r  c r i t e r i a  t h a t  o p e r a t i o n a l i z e  t h e  under ly ing  

v a l u e s ;  ( 6 )  t h e  measurement of t h e  under ly ing  v a l u e s ;  and (7 )  t h e  p r o c e s s  

of making d e c i s i o n s  a b o u t  any of t h e s e  elements.  A l l  b u t  t h e  f i r s t  

e x p l i c i t l y  r e f e r  t o  p rocedura l  a s p e c t s  of a l l o c a t i o n  (Deutsch 1985, pp. 

31-35). To ~ e u t s c h ' s  l i s t  could  be added the  r e s u l t i n g  d i s t r i b u t i o n ,  

s i n c e  t h e  r e s u l t i n g  d i s t r i b u t i o n  may be u n f a i r  even i f  a l l  i n d i v i d u a l  

outcomes a r e  f a i r  (Brickman e t  a l .  1981).  

9 ~ n  t h e  c a s e  of c h i l d  s u p p o r t ,  two d i f f e r e n t  d i s t r i b u t i o n s  could  be 

cons idered :  t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  t h e  c h i l d r e n ' s  s u p p o r t ,  



o r  of outcomes, t h a t  i s ,  of  money a f t e r  t h e  a l l o c a t i o n s  a r e  complete.  

A l l  o f  t h e  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  systems d i s c u s s e d  h e r e  e x c e p t  income- 

e q u a l i z a  t i o n  f o c u s  on t h e  former.  

loin e q u i t y  t h e o r y ,  t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  a r e  some t imes r e f  e r r e d  t o  

a s  " i n p u t s u  (Wals t e r ,  Bersche id ,  and Wals t e r  1976) ,  and t h e s e  d i s c u s s i o n s  

a l s o  assume t h a t  a l l  a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e s  can be reduced t o  p r o p o r t i o n a l i t y  

r u l e s  once t h e  i n p u t  is c o r r e c t l y  i d e n t i f i e d  ( ~ c h w i n ~ e r  1980) .  The 

d i s t i n c t i o n  developed h e r e  emphasizes t h e  l o g i c a l  r o l e  of such " inpu t s"  

i n  a l l o c a t i o n  d e c i s i o n s ,  e x p l i c i t l y  r e c o g n i z e s  each  dimension a s  a  

v a r i a b l e  r e q u i r i n g  a  d e c i s i o n  when an a l l o c a t i o n  i s  made, and p rov ides  

f l e x i b i l i t y  when d e a l i n g  w i t h  d e c i s i o n s  i n v o l v i n g  m u l t i p l e  p a r t n e r s  who 

p r o v i d e  d i f f e r e n t  " i n p u t s , "  a s  i s  t h e  c a s e  w i t h  c h i l d  suppor t .  

l l ~ e u t s c h  (1975, 1985) and Schwinger (1980) a l s o  d i s c u s s  b a s e s  f o r  

s e l e c t i n g  a n  a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e ,  b u t  they a r e  concerned w i t h  how v a l u e s  

a f f e c t  s o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  f o r  example, w i t h  whether  o r  n o t  e q u a l  a l l o -  

c a t i o n s  promote s o l i d a r i t y .  S i m i l a r l y ,  Hochschi ld  (1981) s u g g e s t s  t h a t  

t h e  a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e  used may a l s o  vary  a c c o r d i n g  t o  whether  j u s t i c e  i n  

t h e  s o c i a l i z i n g ,  economic, o r  p o l i t i c a l  l i f e  domain i s  be ing  cons ide red .  

She a r g u e s  t h a t  t h e  a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e s  used i n  the  s o c i a l i z i n g  and p o l i t i -  

c a l  domains a r e  more l i k e l y  t o  emphasize o b j e c t i v e  e q u a l i t y  than d i f -  

f  e r e n t i a  t i o n .  

''A p r e l i m i n a r y  i s s u e ,  who should  c o n t r i b u t e ,  i s  n o t  c o n s i d e r e d  h e r e  

because  t h e  answer  i s  t h e  same f o r  a l l  t h e  c a s e s  examined i n  d e t a i l .  

R e s o l v i n g  t h i s  i s s u e  i s  r e l a t i v e l y  s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d :  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  r u l e  

names p a r e n t s  a s  t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e  c o n t r i b u t o r s  because s u p p o r t  of minor 

c h i l d r e n  i s  a  moral  and l e g a l  o b l i g a t i o n  of t h e  p a r e n t - c h i l d  t i e .  The 



o b l i g a t i o n  of  t h e  n o n c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t  t o  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  h i s  c h i l d r e n ' s  

s u p p o r t  i s  a lways  e s t a b l i s h e d  by fami ly  t i e ;  w h i l e  t h i s  s o c i a l  and l e g a l  

o b l i g a t i o n  can  be d e f a u l t e d  on, f o r  example by d e s e r t i o n ,  i t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  

t o  g a i n  a  t o t a l  exemption. I n  s i t u a t i o n s  where r e s o u r c e s  a r e  n o t  su f -  

f i c i e n t  t o  meet a l l  l e g i t i m a t e  demands, a n o t h e r  r u l e  may i d e n t i f y  t h e  

government a s  a  supplementary  c o n t r i b u t o r  t o  the  con t inued  e x i s t e n c e  of a  

c i t i z e n .  

131n d i s c u s s i n g  m a t e r i a l  operands ,  what t h e  c h i l d  "needs" is  assumed 

t o  e q u a l  t h e  "cost"  of the  c h i l d .  I n  d i s c u s s i n g  t h e  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  

c h i l d  s u p p o r t  c l a i m s ,  "need" r e f e r s  t o  t h e  c h i l d ' s  dependency. Note a l s o  

t h a t  p a r e n t a l  r e s o u r c e s  may be used a s  e i t h e r  a  p r o c e d u r a l  o r  a  m a t e r i a l  

operand.  A s  a  p r o c e d u r a l  operand,  p a r e n t a l  r e s o u r c e s  a r e  used t o  ca lcu-  

l a t e  how t h e  amount t h e  c h i l d  needs  should  be d iv ided  between p a r e n t s .  

A s  a  m a t e r i a l  operand,  p a r e n t a l  r e s o u r c e s  a r e  used t o  determine how much 

t h e  c h i l d r e n  need o r  some s h a r e  of p a r e n t a l  r e s o u r c e s  is g i v e n  d i r e c t l y  

t o  t h e  c h i l d r e n .  

1 4 ~ s  d i s c u s s e d  below, I assume t h a t  t h e  c o s t  of t h e  c h i l d  i n c r e a s e s  

w i t h  t h e  r e s o u r c e s  of t h e  p a r e n t s  and i s  a  r e l a t i v e l y  c o n s t a n t  p r o p o r t i o n  

o f  the  p a r e n t s '  income, e x c e p t ,  perhaps ,  a t  very  h i g h  o r  very  low l e v e l s  

o f  r e s o u r c e s .  A l t e r n a t i v e l y ,  i t  has  been argued t h a t  t h e  c o s t  of a  c h i l d  

i s  a c o n s t a n t  p r o p o r t i o n  of consumption, and thus  a  d e c l i n i n g  p r o p o r t i o n  

o f  income. ( D i s c u s s i o n s  a r e  p r e s e n t e d  i n  Eden 1977; Espenshade 1984; 

G a r f i n k e l  1987; van d e r  Gaag 1981.)  Determining t h e  c o s t  of t h e  c h i l d  ( o r  

t h e  c h i l d ' s  needs )  a l s o  i n v o l v e s  q u e s t i o n s  of j u s t i c e ,  which a r e  n o t  con- 

s i d e r e d  he re .  



1 5 ~ h e  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  systems desc r ibed  i n  Tab le  1 a r e  n e c e s s a r i l y  

s i m p l i f i e d ;  fu r the rmore ,  t o  r e s o l v e  i n c o n s i s t e n c i e s  among t h e s e  

d i s c u s s i o n s  and t o  emphasize c e r t a i n  d i s t i n c t i o n s ,  t h e  l a b e l i n g  of t h e  

sys tems d i f f e r s  from t h a t  found i n  some proposa l s  f o r  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  

sys tems.  While a c t u a l  and proposed systems do n o t  i n c l u d e  a l l  t h e  com- 

b i n a t i o n s  summarized i n  Tab le  1, t h e  t a b l e  can be used t o  c l a s s i f y  t h e  

major  s y s  tems . The system S a w h i l l  d e s c r i b e s  a s  "abso lu te  needs" (1983, 

p. 101)  a p p l i e s  a  remainder r u l e  t o  a  f i x e d  need. Bergmann d e s c r i b e s  a  

sys tem i n  which a  p r o p o r t i o n a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  r u l e  is  a p p l i e d  t o  a  f i x e d  

need (1983, p. 117) .  The Income Shares  Model and Washington Uniform 

C h i l d  S u p p o r t  G u i d e l i n e s  d e s c r i b e d  by Will iams (1986, pp. 55-69, 76-77) 

p r e s c r i b e  p r o p o r t i o n a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  a  v a r i a b l e  c o s t  of c h i l d .  The 

Melson formula (Will iams 1986, pp. 70-74) f i r s t  c a l c u l a t e s  p r o p o r t i o n a l  

c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  f i x e d  needs and then makes an ad jus tment  f o r  s t a n d a r d  of 

l i v i n g ;  t h i s  could  be cons idered  a  v a r i a b l e  need system us ing  propor- 

t i o n a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  o r  a  combinat ion of p r o p o r t i o n a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n s - f i x e d  

need and income-sharing.  Income-equal izat ion systems a r e  proposed by 

C a s s e t t y  and D o u t h i t t  (1984) and S a w h i l l  (1983).  The Wisconsin income- 

s h a r i n g  system ( G a r f i n k e l  1985; G a r f i n k e l  and M e l l i ,  no d a t e )  computes 

t h e  award a s  a  f i x e d  percen tage  of t h e  n o n c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t ' s  income, 

making a d j u s t m e n t s  only  f o r  p r e e x i s t i n g  c h i l d r e n .  A l l  t h e s e  formulas  

c o n s i d e r  t h e  number of c h i l d r e n  and most assume t h a t  t h e  a d d i t i o n a l  c o s t  

o f  t h e  n e x t  c h i l d  i s  lower than t h e  c o s t  of t h e  p rev ious  c h i l d ;  some pro- 

p o s a l s  c o n s i d e r  t h a t  t h e  c o s t  of a  c h i l d  v a r i e s  w i t h  a g e  (Will iams 1986).  

Excep t  f o r  income-sharing,  a c t u a l  o r  proposed systems may modify a  b a s i c  

award based on any of t h e  fol lowing:  t h e  income an unemployed p a r e n t  



would e x p e c t  i f  he o r  s h e  worked, c h i l d  c a r e  expenses o r  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  

c h i l d  c a r e ,  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  medical  expenses ,  sha red  cus tody ,  o t h e r  depen- 

d e n t s  of the  n o n c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t .  For t h e  most p a r t ,  the  systems l i s t e d  

above a r e  t h e  systems I r e f e r  t o  i n  t h e  d i s c u s s i o n  below. I was n o t  a b l e  

t o  f i n d  an  example of an  e q u a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n s - f i x e d  need system, b u t  the  

sys tem is r e t a i n e d  because e q u a l i t y  r u l e s  a r e  prominent i n  d i s c u s s i o n s  of 

a l l o c a t i o n  r u l e s .  

160f t h e  households  c o n t a c t e d ,  22.5 p e r c e n t  r e f u s e d  t o  p a r t i c i p a t e .  

Twelve a t t e m p t s ,  on s y s t e m a t i c a l l y  r o t a t e d  s h i f t s ,  were made be£ o r e  a  

number was c l a s s i f i e d  a s  c o n t i n u a l  r i n g  o r  c o n t i n u a l  busy. Of the  

t e l e p h o n e  numbers genera ted  i n  t h e  main sample 21.5 p e r c e n t  were discon-  

n e c  t ed ,  11.0 p e r c e n t  were b u s i n e s s  phones, 16.4 p e r c e n t  gave c o n t i n u a l  

r i n g ,  c o n t i n u a l  busy,  o r  were c r o s s e d  l i n e s ,  and the  remainder were con- 

f i rmed  household numbers. Because a n a l y s e s  t e s t e d  f o r  d i f f e r e n c e s  be- 

tween c u s t o d i a l  and n o n c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t s  and o t h e r s ,  t h e s e  a n a l y s e s  a l s o  

o m i t  23 households  i n  which t h e  q u e s t i o n s  were answered by an a d u l t  who 

was bo th  a  c u s t o d i a l  and a  n o n c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t ;  4  households  i n  which the  

i n t e r v i e w  was completed w i t h  a  proxy f o r  a  minor c u s t o d i a l  o r  non- 

c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t  were a l s o  omit ted.  

1 7 ~ h e  dimension "income type" was inc luded  only  t o  t e s t  whether o r  

n o t  r esponden ts  a t t e n d e d  t o  t h e  s p e c i f i c a t i o n  of whether be fore  o r  a f t e r  

t a x  income was t o  be cons idered .  For  t h i s  reason,  t h e  v a l u e  " a f t e r  

taxes"  was randomly a s s i g n e d  t o  a  only  1 / 8  sample of t h e  v i g n e t t e s .  

(Values  f o r  o t h e r  dimensions were a l l  a s s i g n e d  w i t h  e q u a l  p r o b a b i l i t i e s . )  

The same income type was used f o r  b o t h  p a r e n t s .  When t h i s  dimension was 

inc luded  i n  t h e  models p r e s e n t e d  l a t e r ,  i t  was n o t  s i g n i f i c a n t  ( t  < 1.0).  



T h e r e f o r e ,  t h i s  dimension i s  omi t t ed  i n  t h e  a n a l y s i s  and d i s c u s s i o n  

below; because  i t  i s  independent  of t h e  o t h e r s ,  o m i t t i n g  i t  does n o t  

a f f e c t  t h e  e s t i m a t e s  of t h e  c o e f f i c i e n t s  p resen ted .  

1 8 ~ h i s  assumes t h a t  income-equal izat ion r e p r e s e n t s  a  c e i l i n g .  T h a t  

i s ,  t h e r e  i s  an  i m p l i c i t  r u l e  t h a t  t h e  award t r a n s f e r  cannot  make t h e  

n o n c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t  worse o f f  than t h e  c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t  and c h i l d r e n ,  

c o n t r o l l i n g  f o r  t h e  number of persons .  

191f need is  20 p e r c e n t  of t h e  sum of bo th  p a r e n t s '  incomes and 

p a r e n t s  make e x a c t l y  p r o p o r t i o n a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n s ,  then  need is  

.20(CP income + NCP income) and c o n t r i b u t i o n s  a r e  .2 * CP income and 

.2 * NCP income r e s p e c t i v e l y .  An i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  n o n c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t ' s  

income a f f e c t s  h i s  c o n t r i b u t i o n  b u t  n o t  t h a t  of t h e  c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t .  

T h i s  i l l u s t r a t i o n  is  s i m i l a r  t o  the  Income Shares  Model, e x c e p t  t h a t  t h e  

model combines p a r e n t a l  incomes t o  s e l e c t  t h e  pe rcen tage ,  which d e c l i n e s  

w i t h  t o t a l  income (Will iams 1986, p. 5 6 ) .  

2 0 ~ o m e  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  systems s p e c i f y  a  s e l f - s u p p o r t  r e s e r v e ,  a n  

amount t h a t  t h e  n o n c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t  needs t o  s u r v i v e  and which i s  the re -  

f o r e  n o t  s u b j e c t  t o  a  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  award. The Melson formula ,  f o r  

example, c o n s i d e r s  income of a  spouse  a s  reducing t h e  s e l f - s u p p o r t  

r e s e r v e  (Will iams 1986, p. 74 ) .  

l ~ e s ~ o n d e n t s  o r i g i n a l l y  expressed  t h e i r  answers i n  d o l l a r s  f o r  82.6 

p e r c e n t  of t h e  v i g n e t t e s  and i n  pe rcen tages  f o r  t h e  remainder. The form 

of  t h e  dependent v a r i a b l e  was chosen by examining normal p r o b a b i l i t y  

p l o t s  and t h e  p a t t e r n  of o u t l i e r s  f o r  s e v e r a l  OLS models a n a l y z i n g  a l t e r -  

n a t i v e  t r a n s f o r m a t i o n s  of t h e  dependent v a r i a b l e .  A l i n e a r  r e g r e s s i o n  on 



l o g  d o l l a r s  f o r  the  nonzero o b s e r v a t i o n s  r e s u l t e d  i n  a  s t r a i g h t  l i n e  nor- 

2 
ma1 p r o b a b i l i t y  p l o t  f o r  r esponden ts  answering i n  d o l l a r s  (R = . 4 4 ) ;  t h e  

p l o t  d e v i a t e d  on ly  s l i g h t l y  from a  s t r a i g h t  l i n e  f o r  t h o s e  answering i n  

p e r c e n t a g e s  ( R ~  = .69). A l t o g e t h e r ,  t h e r e  were fewer than 20 o u t l i e r s  

w i t h  s t a n d a r d i z e d  a b s o l u t e  v a l u e s  g r e a t e r  than o r  e q u a l  t o  t h r e e .  Using 

l o g s ,  however, i s  p rob lemat ic  when some o b s e r v a t i o n s  have the  v a l u e  zero .  

Compared w i t h  add ing  1 t o  c a s e s  w i t h  t h e  va lue  0 ,  the  method chosen 

r e s u l t s  i n  a  s l i g h t l y  l a r g e r  i n t e r c e p t  and s l i g h t l y  s m a l l e r  e f f e c t s  f o r  

f a t h e r '  s income. 

2 2 ~ o d e l s  w i t h  s e v e r a l  i n t e r a c t i o n  terms and o t h e r  responden t  charac-  

t e r i s  t i c s  were examined, b u t  a  s i m p l i f i e d  model i s  p r e s e n t e d  because  

c o n c l u s i o n s  a r e  only  s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t  i n  t h e  more complex models. 

P r e l i m i n a r y  a n a l y s i s  sugges ted  t h a t  t h e  r e s p o n d e n t ' s  income, number of 

c h i l d r e n ,  and s t a t u s  a s  a  c u s t o d i a l  o r  n o n c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t  were n o t  

s i g n i f i c a n t  ( t  < 2.0).  I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  those  shown, t h e  fo l lowing  terms 

were  t e s t e d :  income type i n  t h e  v i g n e t t e  (be fore -  t a x  o r  a f  t e r -  t a x  

income); t h e  response  m e t r i c  ( d o l l a r s  o r  p e r c e n t a g e s ) ;  i n t e r a c t i o n s  be- 

tween m e t r i c  and a l l  v i g n e t t e  dimensions,  and between f a t h e r ' s  income and 

number of c h i l d r e n ,  f a t h e r ' s  m a r i t a l  s t a t u s ,  mother ' s  m a r i t a l  s t a t u s ,  and 

m o t h e r ' s  income. Of these ,  t v a l u e s  g r e a t e r  than 2  occur red  f o r  the  

i n t e r a c t i o n  between m e t r i c  and t h e  h i g h e s t  c a t e g o r y  of mother ' s  and 

f a t h e r '  s incomes, f o r  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n s  between mother'  s income of $1500 

p e r  month and f a t h e r ' s  income, and f o r  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  between 3  c h i l d r e n  

i n  t h e  household and f a t h e r ' s  income of $3000 p e r  month. A l l  i n t e r a c t i o n  

c o e f f i c i e n t s  had p o s i t i v e  s i g n s .  C o e f f i c i e n t s  f o r  sex,  age ,  and the  

dummy v a r i a b l e  i n d i c a t i n g  a t  l e a s t  some c o l l e g e  a l s o  had t v a l u e s  g r e a t e r  



than 2 .  To enable the reader  to consider the e f f e c t s  of sample com- 

p o s i t i o n ,  the model presented r e t a i n s  sex, education, and age. 

2 3 ~ h e  number of respondents i s  almost exact ly one- th i rd  the number of 

v igne t t e s .  I n f l a t i n g  the standard e r r o r  or the t value required to 

r e j e c t  the n u l l  hypothesis by the square root  of 3 a re  equiva lent  methods 

of making t h i s  adjustment,  but the l a t t e r  i s  simpler. Multiplying 1.96 

by the square roo t  of 3 gives a t value of 3.39. 

2 4 ~ h e  expected values assume tha t  ne i the r  parent  has remarried, t ha t  

the  mother i s  unemployed, tha t  the respondent i s  a 43-year-old male high 

school graduate who did not  a t tend  col lege.  The expected value of the 

award i s  

- 
where f r e f e r s  to the value of f a t h e r ' s  income, z r e f e r s  to the constant  i 

and the average or refernece value of the other independent va r i ab le s  

among the x' s .  The a c t u a l  ca l cu la t ion  of the expected values uses 

where 4 and Q a r e  the densi ty and d i s t r i b u t i o n  funct ion of the standard 

normal evaluated a t  [ (  ln(20) - B ' x i ) /u]  (see Mare and Chen 1986; Maddala 

1983; McDonald and Mof f i t t  1980). 



2 5 ~ h e  awards d e s c r i b e d  h e r e  a r e  computed i n  t h e  same f a s h i o n  a s  t h e  

expec ted  v a l u e s  d e s c r i b e d  above,  e x c e p t  t h a t  t h e  mother ' s  income i s  s e t  

a t  $1500. 

2 6 ~ o r  example, t h e  Colorado c h i l d  s u p p o r t  system l a r g e l y  implements 

t h e  Income S h a r e s  model, b u t  does  n o t  i n c l u d e  t h e  s e l f - s u p p o r t  r e s e r v e .  

Some award,  even i f  only  $20 monthly,  is r e q u i r e d  (Colorado C h i l d  Suppor t  

Commission 1986).  

2 7 ~ c k h o f f  a r g u e s  t h a t  t h i s  r u l e  aims t o  make t h e  d i s t r i b u t i o n  of 

c o s t s  and b e n e f i t s  more even (1974, p. 225).  I f  taken t o  i t s  l o g i c a l  end 

i n  t h e  c a s e  of c h i l d  s u p p o r t ,  t h i s  r u l e  would imply t h e  system d e s c r i b e d  

a s  income-equal iza t ion.  I f  s o l i d a r i t y  and a n  e q u a l  d i s t r i b u t i o n  a r e  

m u t u a l l y  c o n s i s t e n t  (Deutsch 1985, pp. 41-44) ,  one would p r e d i c t  low 

a c c e p t a n c e  of income-equa l i za t ion  because  t h e  r u l e  promotes and presup-  

p o s e s  a k i n d  of s o l i d a r i t y  t h a t  may seem i r r e l e v a n t  t o  t h e  f a m i l i e s  

invo lved .  For  example, C a s s e t t y  and D o u t h i t t  a r g u e  t h a t  t h e  p h i l o s o p h i -  

c a l  b a s i s  f o r  income-equaliza t i o n  i s  s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  f o r  s h a r e d  cus tody  

and t h a t  i f  f a m i l i e s  canno t  s h a r e  economic a s p e c t s  of p a r e n t i n g  

(presumably i n  t h e  way implemented i n  income-equaliza t i o n ) ,  they probably  

c a n n o t  c o o p e r a t e  amicably i n  t h e  o t h e r  ways r e q u i r e d  by j o i n t  p a r e n t i n g  

(1984, p. 1 1 ) .  
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