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Abstract 

Using te lephone survey da t a  from a lmos t  500 young wel fa re  mothers 

i n  Wisconsin, t h i s  paper  r e p o r t s  the  e x t e n t  t o  which young f a t h e r s  a r e  

invo lved  both fo rmal ly  and in formal ly  w i th  t he se  f ami l i e s .  M a r i t a l  t i e s ,  

l e g a l  p a t e r n i t y  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n ,  cour t -o rdered  c h i l d  suppo r t  arrangements ,  

and c o n t a c t  mainta ined by f a t h e r s  w i t h  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  a r e  assessed .  The 

f i n d i n g s  i n d i c a t e ,  f i r s t ,  a  h ighe r  degree of f a t h e r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  

t h e s e  f a m i l i e s  than has  been t r a d i t i o n a l l y  assumed i n  t he  s o c i a l  s e r -  

v i c e s .  Second, few d i f f e r e n c e s  a r e  found i n  the  amount of f a t h e r - c h i l d  

c o n t a c t  of a b s e n t  f a t h e r s  who make f i n a n c i a l  c o n t r i b u t i o n s  a s  compared 

w i t h  those  who do no t .  Po l i cy  i m p l i c a t i o n s  a r e  d i scussed .  



Father Involvement in Welfare Families 
Headed by Adolescent Hothers 

Accompanying a  major demographic r e v o l u t i o n  i n  American fami ly  s t r u c -  

t u r e  and household composi t ion i s  a  growing concern abou t  how t o  a d a p t  

government programs designed t o  a s s i s t  f a m i l i e s  i n  need. The b i p a r t i s a n  

concern o v e r  p u b l i c  w e l f a r e  p o l i c y  i s  t h a t  t h e s e  programs should h e l p  

r a t h e r  than a g g r a v a t e  t h e  c o n d i t i o n s  of fami ly  l i f e .  I n  t h e  h e a t e d  

d e b a t e  over  t h e  r o l e  t h a t  w e l f a r e  a s s i s t a n c e  has  played i n  t h e  growth of 

female-headed s i n g l e  p a r e n t  fami l i e s ,  t h e r e  i s  one f a c t  on which consen- 

s u s  p r e v a i l s - - f o r  impoverished s i n g l e  mothers w i t h  c h i l d r e n ,  p u b l i c  

a s s i s t a n c e  i n  t h e  form of AFDC b e n e f i t s  (Aid t o  Fami l i es  wi th  Dependent 

C h i l d r e n ) ,  Food Stamps, and Medicaid s e r v e s  a s  t h e  only  a v a i l a b l e  and 

most r e l i a b l e  s o u r c e  of economic suppor t .  Income from b o t h  f a t h e r s '  

c o n t r i b u t i o n s  t o  c h i l d r e n  and mothers '  employment is  o f t e n  s p o r a d i c  and 

n o t  high enough t o  reduce pover ty  o r  a l l e v i a t e  t h e  need f o r  w e l f a r e  

(Garf i n k e l  and McLanahan, 1986). Most commonly, w e l f a r e  r e c i p i e n c y  on ly  

ends  when mar r iage  occurs .  Pover ty  is  much l e s s  f r e q u e n t  among two- 

p a r e n t  f a m i l i e s  where two p o t e n t i a l  e a r n e r s  can s h a r e  market and c h i l d  

c a r e  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s  (Danziger  and Weinberg, 1986).  

I n  t h e  c a s e  of a d o l e s c e n t  motherhood, t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e  r o l e  of the  

male p a r e n t  h a s  been t h e  s u b j e c t  of much con t roversy  i n  r e s e a r c h ,  p o l i c y ,  

and s o c i a l  s e r v i c e s  c i r c l e s .  C u r r e n t l y  a lmos t  one i n  two b i r t h s  t o  t e e n s  

o c c u r s  o u t s i d e  of marr iage.  The i n c r e a s e  i n  out-of-wedlock b i r t h s  has  

l e d  policymakers t o  wonder "where t h e  boys a r e . "  For example, the  

Wisconsin l e g i s l a t u r e  i n  1985 passed  a  t e e n  pregnancy o p t i o n s  b i l l .  Its 



cen te rp iece ,  a  Grandparent L i a b i l i t y  sec t ion ,  required the parents  of 

teen  f a t h e r s  to help share the government's welfare cos t s  fo r  t h e i r  son' s  

dependents. However, wi th in  two years a f t e r  the law went i n t o  e f f e c t ,  

only one chi ld  support order to grandparents had been issued,  and even i t  

had been appealed i n  the courts .  The b i l l  nonetheless r e f l e c t s  the 

p u b l i c ' s  des i r e  to s top allowing young men to avoid r e spons ib i l i t y .  

I n  the research on teen parenthood, an emphasis on the f a t h e r s  i s  

emerging. This paper w i l l  present  evidence on mari ta l  t i e s ,  l ega l  pater-  

n i  ty  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n ,  ch i ld  support  arrangements, and contac t  maintained 

between f a t h e r s  and t h e i r  chi ldren.  Most of the previously reported data 

drama t i c a l l y  points  to f a t h e r  absence. For example, adolescent  women who 

bear  ch i ldren  a r e  increas ingly  l i k e l y  to be unmarried, and those who do 

marry have l e s s  s t a b l e  marriages than those who delay parenthood 

(V inovskis  and Chase-Landsda l e ,  1987). Thus, ch i ldren  born to teen women 

have very high p r o b a b i l i t i e s  of l i v ing  i n  s ingle-parent  fami l ies  f o r  very 

long periods. This period increases  i f  the teen mother did not  marry and 

i s  nonwhite (Ellwood, 1986). 

Associated with f a t h e r s '  absence a re  increased chances of long- term 

poverty and welfare recipiency (Ellwood, 1986). For example, data from 

the  U.S. Current Population Survey indica te  t h a t  i n  1984 poverty 

occurred in 32 percent  of teen mother households and welfare recipiency 

i n  30 percent  ( see  a l s o  Danziger, 1986). I n  con t ra s t ,  poverty charac- 

t e r i z e s  about 1 in 10 of a l l  American fami l ies  with ch i ldren .  When teen 

mothers head t h e i r  own households, t h e i r  poverty and welfare recipiency 

r a t e s  a r e  even higher: while l e s s  than a  th i rd  of a l l  s ing le  mothers 

(of  a l l  ages) received AFDC, over 80 percent  of teenaged s ing le  mothers 

who headed households were welfare-dependent. 
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Research on male involvement i n  t e en  mother f a m i l i e s  f i n d s  l i t t l e  

ev idence  of formal involvement a s  gauged by marr iage r a t e s ,  r e s i d e n t i a l  

p a t t e r n s ,  and l e g a l  p a t e r n i t y  and c h i l d  suppo r t  arrangements.  While 

a b o u t  ha l f  of bab ies  born t o  t eens  i n  1982 were born t o  marr ied women, 

t h e  degree of involvement of f a t h e r s  i n  t he  o t h e r  ha l f  i s  n o t  we l l  

unders tood.  One of t he  f i r s t  a r t i c l e s  t o  de sc r i be  p a t t e r n s  of fa therhood 

i n  a d o l e s c e n t  mother f a m i l i e s  a rgues  t h a t  the  b i o l o g i c a l  f a t h e r  of the  

baby may n o t  be t he  r e l e v a n t  f a t h e r  f i g u r e  f o r  the  c h i l d  ( ~ e r s h e n s o n ,  

1983).  I n  t h i s  s tudy  of a  smal l  sample of whi te  t e en  mothers i n  Chicago, 

a s  many new boyf r iends  of t he  mothers and g r and fa the r s  t o  t h e  c h i l d r e n  

were primary male p a r e n t  f i g u r e s  f o r  t he  c h i l d r e n  a s  were t h e i r  b io log i -  

c a l  f a t h e r s .  C l e a r l y ,  t h i s  r e f l e c t s  a  lack of s o c i a l  suppo r t  from the  

baby' s f a t h e r .  

Es t ima t e s  of t he  e x t e n t  t o  which a b s e n t  f a t h e r s  c o n t r i b u t e  money t o  

t h e s e  f a m i l i e s  a r e  s c a n t  ( s e e  Lerman, 1987; Parke and Nev i l l e ,  1987; and 

S u l l i v a n ,  1987).  The percen tage  prov id ing  formal  c h i l d  suppo r t  through 

t h e  fami ly  c o u r t s  and c h i l d  suppo r t  enforcement agenc ies  is very smal l .  

The only a v a i l a b l e  e s t i m a t e  of t h i s  p ropo r t i on  i s  one developed f o r  

s e l e c t e d  j u r i s d i c t i o n s  i n  Wisconsin (Danziger and Nichols-Casebol t ,  

for thcoming) .  I n  t h i s  s tudy,  t he  number of b i r t h s  t o  unmarried t e ens  i n  

g i v e n  y e a r s  i s  compared w i th  t he  number of f a t h e r  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n s ,  pa t e r -  

n i  t y  a d j u d i c a t i o n s ,  and c h i l d  suppo r t  c a se s  occu r r i ng  over  subsequent  

y e a r s  f o r  those  c h i l d r e n  born i n  t he  g iven  per iod.  

Tab l e  1 shows t he  number of c a se s  of unmarried t e en  mothers over a  

two-year per iod  (1981-82) and the  e x t e n t  t o  which f a t h e r s  were l e g a l l y  

i d e n t i f i e d  i n  t h e  fo l lowing  s e v e r a l  yea r s .  By 1985, l e s s  than 43 pe r cen t  

o f  t he  c h i l d r e n  born i n  1981-82 t o  unwed mothers had l e g a l l y  i d e n t i f i e d  



Table  1 

B i r t h s  t o  Unmarried Teens and Percen tage  w i t h  P a t e r n i t y  Ac t ions ,  
Sample of S e l e c t e d  Wisconsin Count ies  

P e r c e n t a g e  
o f  T o t a l  

Number B i r t h s  

B i r t h s  t o  unmarried mothers aged 19 
o r  younger,  1981-1982 

F a t h e r  i d e n t i f i e d  through marr iage,  
p a t e r n i t y  acknowledgment, o r  
p a t e r n i t y  c o u r t  c a s e  by 1985 

Those l e g i t i m a t e d  by 1985 v i a  
m a r r i a g e  

Adjud ica ted  p a t e r n i t y  c a s e s ,  
w i t h  c o u r t  o r d e r s  f o r  c h i l d  
s u p p o r t  

Acknowledged b u t  w i t h o u t  l ega  1 
f i n a n c i a l  ar rangements  

Source:  Danziger  and Nichols-Casebol t  ( for thcoming)  ; d a t a  from Wisconsin 
f a m i l y  c o u r t  r e c o r d s  and Wisconsin D i v i s i o n  of Hea l th ,  S e c t i o n  
o f  V i t a l  S t a t i s t i c s .  



f a t h e r s  (row 2 ) .  S i n c e  92 p e r c e n t  of a l l  p a t e r n i t y  s u i t s  i n  t h e s e  j u r i s -  

d i c t i o n s  occur red  b e f o r e  t h e  c h i l d  reached  age 3 ,  ve ry  few a d d i t i o n a l  

p a t e r n i t i e s  were l i k e l y  t o  be e s t a b l i s h e d  a f t e r  1985. 

Of t h o s e  b i r t h s  w i t h  a  f a t h e r ' s  names on t h e  b i r t h  r e c o r d ,  a  s m a l l  

number, 161,  were l e g i t i m a t e d  through mar r i age  (row 3 ) .  Another 838 had 

p a t e r n i t y  a d j u d i c a t e d  through t h e  c o u r t s  and were r e q u i r e d  by law t o  pay 

some c h i l d  s u p p o r t  (row 4 ) .  

I f  we combine those  w i t h  fo rmal  l e g a l  o b l i g a t i o n s  f o r  s u p p o r t  through 

m a r r i a g e  o r  through c o u r t - o r d e r e d  s u p p o r t  a f  t e r  a d j u d i c a t i o n ,  o n l y  999 o f  

t h e  5724 c h i l d r e n  born t o  t e e n  s i n g l e  mothers ,  17.45 p e r c e n t ,  had l e g a l  

r i g h t s  t o  f i n a n c i a l  suppor t .  Of those ,  on ly  i n  the  c a s e  of mar r i ed  

p a r e n t s  and j u s t  over  h a l f  of t h e  a d j u d i c a t i o n s  d i d  t h e  c h i l d r e n  a c t u a l l y  

r e c e i v e  some f i n a n c i a l  s u p p o r t  from t h e i r  f a t h e r s .  Even t h i s  e s t i m a t e  i s  

p robab ly  h i g h  compared t o  t h e  number of those  who r e c e i v e d  a d e q u a t e  sup- 

p o r t .  

The r e a s o n s  f o r  t h e  l a c k  of formal  l e g a l  and f i n a n c i a l  involvement  

a r e  complex and i n v o l v e  b o t h  a t t i  t u d i n a l  and s t r u c t u r a l  b a r r i e r s .  F i r s t ,  

o n l y  i n  r e c e n t  y e a r s  have fami ly  laws g r a n t e d  a  c h i l d  born o u t s i d e  of 

mar r i age  t h e  same r i g h t s  t o  i n h e r i t a n c e  and c h i l d  s u p p o r t  a s  t h o s e  of a  

c h i l d  born  i n  marr iage .  These  l e g a l  s t a t u s  changes may n o t  be w e l l  

unders tood  o r  adhered t o  i n  many s e c t o r s  of s o c i e t y .  

H i s t o r i c a l l y ,  any c h i l d  born o u t s i d e  of mar r i age  was a f f o r d e d  ve ry  

few r i g h t s  r e g a r d i n g  t h e  l e g a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  h i s l h e r  f a t h e r .  U n t i l  

t h e  Uni ted  S t a t e s  Supreme Court  i n t e r v e n e d  i n  a  s e r i e s  of c a s e s  i n  1968, 

t h e  "nonmari ta l"  c h i l d  was o f t e n  denied r i g h t s  of  p a t e r n a l  s u p p o r t ,  

i n h e r i t a n c e ,  cus tody , name, and c l a i m s  under  such programs a s  Workers' 



Compensation. I n  add i t ion ,  p r io r  to  1968, even i f  the ch i ld  was awarded 

p a t e r n a l  support,  some s t a t e s  extended these r igh t s  no f u r t h e r  than the 

period of time the ch i ld  was l i ke ly  to be unable to support  i t s e l f ,  or to 

a  period n o t  exceeding a  s e t  number of years ( ~ r a u s e ,  1981). With the 

passage of the 1984 amendments to  the f ede ra l  Child Support Enforcement 

Act, s t a t e  pa t e rn i ty  laws must now permit the establ ishment  of pa t e rn i ty  

a t  l e a s t  u n t i l  a  c h i l d ' s  e ighteenth  birthday. However, only 23 s t a t e s  

have s t a t u t o r y  provisions f o r  s e t t i n g  chi ld support amounts f o r  i l l e g i t i -  

mate ch i ldren  compared to 34 s t a t e s  tha t  have such s t a t u t e s  for  divorce 

o r  separa t ion  proceedings (Mell i ,  1984). 

A second s e t  of b a r r i e r s  involves the lack of tenac i ty  in  pursuing 

f a t h e r  involvement among s o c i a l  serv ices  workers who dea l  with teenaged 

mothers (Kohn, 1987; Wattenberg, 1987). The r e s u l t ,  shown i n  row 4  of 

Table 2, i s  t ha t  l e s s  than a  th i rd  of a l l  U.S. b i r t h s  to s ingle  women had 

p a t e r n i t y  es tab l i shed  i n  1984. However, the number of p a t e r n i t i e s  adju- 

d ica ted  each year i s  increas ing  f a s t e r  than i s  the number of b i r th s .  As 

the  table  shows, by 1984 the number es tab l i shed  had grown to almost 

double the number of 1978. 

Despi te  the economic and s o c i a l  bene f i t s  of obtaining pa te rn i ty  and 

c h i l d  support ,  n e i t h e r  i s  ser ious ly  pursued i n  the nn jo r i ty  of unwed 

b i r t h s  to teens. In s t ead ,  according to a  Minnesota s tudy,  d i sc re t iona ry  

judgments and p rac t i ces  of agency personnel,  widely held assumptions by 

s o c i a l  workers t h a t  the young f a t h e r s  have very low a b i l i t y  to pay 

( e s p e c i a l l y  r e l a t i v e  to the cos ts  of e s t ab l i sh ing  the case) ,  and s trong 

d e s i r e s  of the mother and/or t h e i r  fami l ies  to discontinue r e l a t ionsh ips  



Table 2 

Annual B i r t h s  to Unmarried Women and Numbers of P a t e r n i t i e s  E s t a b l i s h e d  

P e r c e n t a g e  
Change , 

1978 1984 1978- 1984 

P a t e r n i t i e s  es  t a b l i s h e d a  110,714 219,360 +98.1% 

B i r t h s  to  s i n g l e  women 
aged 19 or  l e s s  b 249 ,100 270,200 +8.5% 

B i r t h s  to s i n g l e  women 
of a l l  agesC 543,900 770,400 +41.6% 

P a t e r n i t i e s  a s  a 
pe rcen tage  of a l l  
unmarried b i r t h s  
(row l/row 3)  

a ~ a t a  from Table 12,  Background M a t e r i a l  and Data on Programs w i t h i n  the 
J u r i s d i c t i o n  of the Committee on Ways and Means, 1987, U.S. House of 
R e p r e s e n t a t i v e s  (Washington, D.C. : GPO, 1987). 

b ~ a t a  from Table  2.5 i n  Moore, Simms, and Betsey (1986) and S t a t i s t i c a l  
A b s t r a c t  of the Uni ted S t a t e s ,  1987. 

' ~ a t a  from V i t a l  S t a t i s t i c s  of the United S t a t e s ,  1978, vol.  1, N a t a l i t y ,  
and S t a t i s t i c a l  A b s t r a c t  of the United S t a t e s ,  1987. 



with the f a t h e r  a l l  con t r ibu te  to assignment of low p r i o r i t y  to pa t e rn i ty  

determinat ions (Wattenberg, 1987). 

A f i n a l  element in  the lack of pa t e rn i ty  and chi ld  support  s u i t s  f o r  

t h i s  population i s  the mysterious and almost complete absence of case 

i n i t i a t i o n  outside of the public  welfare system. Despite the f a c t  t h a t  

a t  any given po in t  in  time the majority of s ingle  teen mothers do not  

rece ive  AFDC support,  perhaps 90 percent  of pa t e rn i ty  s u i t s  a r e  brought 

on behalf of AFDC cases,  i .e . ,  only when program r u l e s  mandate an at tempt 

t o  obtain ch i ld  support. Wattenberg (1987) concludes tha t  teen mothers 

a r e  i l l - informed of t h e i r  ch i ld ren ' s  r igh t s  and tha t  most avoid any 

d iscuss ion  of pa t e rn i ty  because they "believe t h a t  pa t e rn i ty  and ch i ld  

support  enforcement procedures a r e  enmeshed i n  a  sys tem t h a t  i s  capr i -  

c ious ,  a r b i t r a r y ,  and punit ive" (p. 12).  

THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

I n  th i s  paper I present  preliminary evidence from interviews with 

teen welfare mothers tha t  can i l luminate some of the assumptions t h a t  i t  

may not  be worthwhile to pursue pa te rn i ty  and chi ld  support f o r  these 

fami l ies .  S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  I examine the ex ten t  to which young men a re  

involved both formally and informally i n  these famil ies .  The f i r s t  

ques t ion  concerns the proport ion of cases in  which absent-fa  the r  support 

has been completely re jec ted  a s  a  f e a s i b l e  option. Next, economic 

prospects  of these f a t h e r s  and the ex ten t  of ch i ld  support cont r ibut ions  

a r e  reported. Third,  the pa t t e rns  of formal and informal involvement 

over  time f o r  teen mother fami l ies  a re  assessed by comparing l eve l s  of 

p a r t i c i p a t i o n  a t  varying ages of the baby. F ina l ly ,  informal contac t  in  

t h i s  sample i s  compared with the ex ten t  of formal t i e s  to see whether 



l e g a l l y  e s t a b l i s h e d  a b s e n t  f a t h e r s  a r e  more o r  l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  main ta in  

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  t h e  t e e n  mother and c h i l d  than those  f a t h e r s  w i t h o u t  

f  orma 1 f i n a n c i a l  ar rangements .  I n  conc lus ion ,  I d i s c u s s  how t h e s e  d a t a  

b e a r  upon p r o s p e c t s  f o r  i n c r e a s i n g  p a t e r n i t y  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  and f a t h e r  

involvement  among t e e n  mo t h e r  we l f  a r e  fami l i e s .  

The Data 

A s  p a r t  of a  t e e n  p a r e n t  program e v a l u a t i o n  s t u d y  f o r  t h e  s t a t e  of 

Wisconsin,  s t r u c t u r e d  te lephone i n t e r v i e w s  were conducted w i t h  494 ado- 

l e s c e n t  mothers who were w e l f a r e  (AFDC) r e c i p i e n t s  i n  1985 a n d / o r  1986. 

Of these ,  131 were  v o l u n t a r y  p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  f i v e  p i l o t  programs 

o p e r a t i n g  i n  10 c o u n t i e s .  The o t h e r  363 s u b j e c t s  were randomly s e l e c t e d  

from t h e  AFDC r o l l s  i n  7  comparison c o u n t i e s .  The d a t a  on f a t h e r  

involvement  a r e  based on 30-45 minute i n t e r v i e w s  t h a t  took p l a c e  between 

December 1986 and March 1987. Data were c o l l e c t e d  on the  mother ' s  

background c h a r a c t e r i s  t i c s ,  income and work h i s  t o r y ,  e d u c a t i o n a l  s t a t u s ,  

a s p i r a t i o n s ,  s o c i a l  s u p p o r t ,  s e l f - e s t e e m ,  a t t i t u d e s  toward women's r o l e s  

and  u s e  of b i r t h  c o n t r o l ,  r o l e  of the  baby 's  f a t h e r ,  and exposure  t o  spe- 

c i a l  programs i n  e m p l o y a b i l i t y ,  p a r e n t i n g ,  counse l ing  and s u p p o r t ,  

c a r e e r / v o c a t i o n a l  e x p l o r a t i o n ,  e t c .  

T a b l e  3  p r o v i d e s  d e s c r i p t i v e  s t a t i s t i c s  on t h e  o v e r a l l  sample i n  

comparison t o  c h a r a c t e r i s  t i c s  of a  n a t i o n a l  t e e n  w e l f a r e  mother sample. 

The i n t e r v i e w  sample i s  s l i g h t l y  more l i k e l y  t o  be marr ied,  much l e s s  

l i k e l y  t o  be b lack  and l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  l i v e  i n  s u b f a m i l i e s  w i t h  o t h e r  

a d u l t s .  Other  impor tan t  a s p e c t s  of t h e  s tudy sample a r e  t h a t  78 p e r c e n t  

had only  one c h i l d ,  w h i l e  2 2  p e r c e n t  had two o r  more (one person  had 4  

c h i l d r e n ,  t e n  had 3 ) .  When t h e r e  was more than one c h i l d ,  d a t a  on f a t h e r  



Table 3 

D e s c r i p t i v e  S t a t i s t i c s  f o r  Teen Welfare Mother Sample Compared t o  a 
Na t i ona l  Sample of Teen Mothers Who Received P u b l i c  Ass i s t ance  i n  1985 

Wisconsin U.S. Teen 
Teen We l f  a r e  

Welfare  Mothers, Mothers, 
1986- 1987 19 85 a 

T o t a l  N 

Percen tage  never  marr ied 

Pe rcen t age  marr ied a t  in te rv iew 

Percen tage  d ivorced /separa ted  

Percen tage  b lack  

Percen tage  l i v i n g  i n  sub fami l i e s  
( w i t h  o t h e r  a d u l t s )  

Mean y e a r s  of school ing  

aFrom 1985 Cur r en t  Popu l a t i on  Survey E x t r a c t ,  based on mothers 16-19 
y e a r s  o l d  and r e c e i v i n g  p u b l i c  a s s i s t a n c e .  Th is  number is based on a 
sample of 381  unweighted observa t ions .  

b ~ h i s  group i nc ludes  2 widowed mothers. 

 his f i g u r e  i s  f o r  t he  t o t a l  n a t i o n a l  sample, i nc lud ing  those  n o t  - 
r e c e i v i n g  AFDC. 



involvement focus only on the f a t h e r  of the youngest ch i ld .  The average 

age of the women a t  f i r s t  b i r t h  was 17.8 years ,  and the average age of 

the  youngest ch i ld  was 1.6 years  a t  the time of the interview. 

Results: Degree of Father Involvement 

I n  terms of the p a t t e r n s  of mother-father r e l a t i onsh ips ,  over one- 

t h i r d  of the couples were boyfr iend-gir l f  r iend ,  l i v i n g  a p a r t ,  a t  the time 

of the c h i l d ' s  b i r t h .  Another qua r t e r  had already broken up. One-fif t h  

of the couples were married and l ived  together ,  while 15 percent  l ived 

toge ther  bu t  were unmarried. Two percent  were divorced o r  separated a t  

t he  time the ch i ld  was born, and l e s s  than 1 percent  were married but  

1 iv ing  apar t .  

By the time of the interview--1.6 years  a f t e r  the c h i l d ' s  b i r t h ,  on 

average--many of the r e l a t i o n s h i p s  of the couples had changed. About 43  

percent  of the young women had broken up with,  and were no longer seeing, 

t h e i r  c h i l d ' s  f a the r .  A few more of the couples were then married and 

l i v i n g  together  than a t  the time of the b i r t h ,  up from 2 1  to 23 percent  

of the sample. The next  most f requent  r e l a t i onsh ip  was t h a t  19 percent  

were s t i l l  i n  a  boyfr iend-g i r l f r iend  ( l i v i n g  a p a r t )  r e l a t i onsh ip .  

However, the number who had divorced o r  separated by t h i s  time had 

increased from 2 to almost 7 percent  of the couples. Another 6 percent  

l i ved  together  but  were unmarried. I n  sum, l e s s  than h a l f ,  49 percent ,  

s t i l l  had a  r e l a t i o n s h i p  with the c h i l d ' s  f a the r .  

While the data  do no t  reveal  the reasons t h a t  so many of the re la -  

t i onsh ips  had been severed, there a r e  quest ions i n  the survey regarding 

whether some of the young men might be undesirable  f a the r s .  Table 4 



Table 4 

Teen Mother Welfare  F a m i l i e s  i n  Which F a t h e r  Involvement  
May Not Be F e a s i b l e  o r  D e s i r a b l e  

N = 494 

Reason Number ( p e r c e n t a g e )  
of  T o t a l  Cases 

F a t h e r  i s  unknown t o  mother 3 ( .6)  

F a t h e r  h a s  d ied  2 ( .4)  

F a t h e r  d e n i e s  pa t e r n i  t y  and 
r e f u s e s  t o  pay c h i l d  s u p p o r t  

C h i l d  s u p p o r t  agency has agreed  
n o t  t o  pursue  p a t e r n i t y  f o r  
good c a u s e  ( r a p e ,  abuse ,  
d i s a b l e d ,  e t c . )  

F a t h e r s  were n o t  o rde red  t o  pay 
s u p p o r t  because  they a r e  i n  
j a i l ,  unemployed, o r  t o o  poor 

Mothers  have r e f u s e d  t o  l e t  t h e  
f a t h e r  s e e / v i s i t  t h e  c h i l d  

Source:  Wisconsin Teen Welfare  Mother S tudy ,  1986-1987, I n s t i t u t e  f o r  
Resea rch  on P o v e r t y ,  U n i v e r s i t y  of Wisconsin-Madison. 



shows t h e  numbers of young men who i n  e f f e c t  were r e j e c t e d  a s  c a n d i d a t e s  

f o r  fami ly  involvement. I n  approximately  1 p e r c e n t  of the  c a s e s ,  rows 

1 and 2 ,  the  f a t h e r s  had d i e d  o r  t h e i r  i d e n t i t i e s  were n o t  known, 

a c c o r d i n g  t o  t h e  mothers. I n  a n o t h e r  2  p e r c e n t ,  the  f a t h e r s  r e f u s e d  t o  

a c c e p t  t h e  p a r e n t a l  o b l i g a t i o n ,  a c c o r d i n g  t o  the  mother. I n  a n o t h e r  1 

p e r c e n t  of t h e  sample, t h e  c o u r t s  had agreed  t o  n o t  pursue  t h e  f a t h e r ' s  

involvement.  Thus, i n  only  a  t o t a l  of 4  p e r c e n t  of t een  w e l f a r e  mother 

c a s e s ,  o r  20 o u t  of 494, was t h e r e  e x p l i c i t  l e g a l  ground f o r  d i s r e g a r d i n g  

t h e  man's p a t e r n a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  

I n  those  c a s e s  i n  which t h e  c o u r t  r u l e d  a g a i n s t  f u r t h e r  p u r s u i t  o r  

where t h e  f a t h e r  r e f u s e d  t o  pay, t h e  mother could  conce ivab ly  s t i l l  be 

invo lved  i n  a  boyf r i e n d - g i r l f  r i e n d  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  the  young man. 

However, i f  we examine t h e  mothers '  judgments of whether the  f a t h e r s  

o u g h t  t o  be invo lved  a s  a p a r e n t ,  a  good many had gone s o  f a r  a s  t o  deny 

them permiss ion  t o  be w i t h  t h e  c h i l d .  Over 18 p e r c e n t  (bot tom row of 

Tab le  4 )  r e p o r t e d  t h a t  they wi thhe ld  v i s i t a t i o n .  

The most common reason  g iven  f o r  t h i s  r e f u s a l  ( r e p o r t e d  i n  an open- 

ended q u e s t i o n )  had t o  do w i t h  a n  argument o r  c o n f l i c t  o v e r  t h e  c o u p l e ' s  

r e l a  t i o n s h i p .  Twenty-six of the  young women (5 p e r c e n t  of t h e  sample) 

r e f u s e d  t o  l e t  t h e  man s e e  h i s  c h i l d  because of such c o n f l i c t .  Another 

22 r e f u s a l s  (4 p e r c e n t )  were due t o  the  v o l a t i l e  n a t u r e  of t h e  man: he  

was r e p o r t e d  t o  be a b u s i v e ,  v i o l e n t ,  dangerous ,  drunk, o r  on drugs .  

Another  22 r e f u s a l s  had t o  do w i t h  c la ims  t h a t  he was j u s t  n o t  a  good 

p a r e n t  f o r  t h e  c h i l d ,  t h a t  s h e  d i d  n o t  want him o r  h i s  f ami ly  i n  t h e  

c h i l d ' s  l i f e ,  t h a t  he would n o t  p rov ide  adequa te  ca re .  The n e x t  most 



common reason, given i n  19 cases ,  was t h a t  the f a t h e r  was n o t  providing 

f  inanc i a  1 support .  

I n  sum, i n  only a  very small  proport ion of the sample d id  these fami- 

l i e s  appear  t o  have s t rong ,  compelling reasons f o r  the absence of f a t h e r  

involvement. When we add up those cases  i n  which f a t h e r s  were unknown, 

dead, o r  denied p a t e r n i t y  (14 cases ) ,  those the c o u r t  agreed t o  d is regard  

( 6 ) ,  and those denied v i s i t a t i o n  by the  mothers f o r  f e a r  of harm o r  

n e g l e c t  t o  the c h i l d  (44 of the r e f u s a l s ) ,  we a r r i v e  a t  a  t o t a l  of 64 o u t  

of 494 cases .  Approximately 13 pe rcen t  were judged to  be n o t  f e a s i b l e  o r  

f a i r l y  undes i rab le  pa ren t  f i gu res .  

Economic S ta turr and Father Involvement. Thus, the overwhelming 

ma jo r i t y  of young men i n  these teen  mother f a m i l i e s  may be considered a s  

reasonable candidates  f o r  fatherhood. A s  shown i n  Table 5 ,  row 1, by the 

time of the  in te rv iew 30 percent  of the f ami l i e s  had r e s i d e n t  f a t h e r s ,  

e i t h e r  married t o  o r  l i v i n g  with the  mother. Another 28 pe rcen t  (rows 2 

and 3 )  had l e g a l l y  e s t a b l i s h e d  p a t e r n i t y  through formal agreements, and 

i n  another  o n e - f i f t h  of the f ami l i e s ,  the mothers were i n  the process  of 

ob ta in ing  l e g a l  agreements through the c o u r t s  a t  the time of the i n t e r -  

view (row 4 ) .  The f i n a l  group of o n e - f i f t h  had l i t t l e  o r  no prospects  

f o r  l e g a l  o r  formal t i e s  (row 5 ) .  

Table  5 p re sen t s  data  on economic c h a r a c t e r i s  t i c s  of f a t h e r s  w i th  

varying l e v e l s  of l e g a l  and f i n a n c i a l  involvement. The mean age of the 

f i v e  groups d i f f e r s  very l i t t l e ,  varying only between 21.1 and 22.6 

years .  A s i m i l a r  p a t t e r n  of s l i g h t  d i f f e r ences  is  suggested i n  the 

average educat ion a t  the time of the c h i l d ' s  b i r t h ,  i n  column 2. The 

a b s e n t  f a t h e r s  who were not  paying had on average the lowest l e v e l  of 



Table 5 

Economic and Minor i ty  S t a t u s  D i f f e r e n c e s  by Forma 1 F a t h e r  Involvement 

H i g h e s t  Grade P e r c e n t a g e  
Mean Age Completed i n  (%) Who 

i n  Years a t  Years a t  Percen tage  Worked 
I n t e r v i e w  Chi ld '  s B i r t h  ( % I  Percentage F u l l  Time 
( s tanda r d  ( s tanda r d  of Minor i ty  (%) w i t h  i n  Prevous 

dev ia  t i o n s )  d e v i a t i o n s )  S t a t u s a  Earnings  Year 

F a t h e r s  who a r e  
mar r ied  a n d / o r  
l i v e  w i t h  t een  
mother f a m i l i e s  
N = 148 (30.0%) 

Absen t  f a t h e r s  
who pay some 
c h i l d  s u p p o r t  
N = 106 (21.5%) 

Absent  f a t h e r s  
w i t h  c o u r t  
o r d e r s  who do 
n o t  pay 
N = 34 (6.9%) 

Absent  f a t h e r s  
w i t h  c o u r t  
p roceed ings  
i n  p r o c e s s  
N = 98 (19.8%) 

U n i d e n t i f i e d  
f a t h e r s ;  no 
l ega  1 o r  
f i n a n c i a l  t i e s  21.1 11.3 
N = 1 0 8 ~  (21.9%) (2.7) (1.4) 

Source :  Wisconsin Teen Welfare Mother Study,  1986-1987, I n s t i t u t e  f o r  Research on 
P o v e r t y ,  U n i v e r s i t y  of Wisconsin-Madison. 

a M i n o r i t y  s t a t u s  is  d e f i n e d  by t h e  mother ' s  r e p o r t  of h e r  race:  109 mothers,  o r  22.1 
p e r c e n t  of t h e  sample, were b lack ;  18 (3.6 p e r c e n t )  Hispanic ;  1 American I n d i a n ;  4 
Asian,  and 1 3  were  "mixed" o r  "other."  Thus, 70.6 p e r c e n t  of t h e  mothers were 
non-Hispanic  whi tes .  

b ~ h i s  i n c l u d e s  t h o s e  few who a r e  dead,  unknown, o r  judged t o  be u n d e s i r a b l e  by the  
c o u r t s .  



s choo l i ng ,  10.6 y e a r s  compared w i t h  somewhat more than 11 y e a r s  f o r  the  

o  t h e r  groups.  

The percen tage  of the  f a m i l i e s  of minori ty  s t a t u s ,  column 3,  has  a  

pronounced i n v e r s e  r e  l a  t i o n s h i p  w i th  l e v e l  of f a t h e r  involvement: very 

few nonwhite o r  Hispan ic  mothers had t h e  f a t h e r s  i n  res idence ;  m ino r i t y  

women were a l s o  l e s s  l i k e l y  t o  be r e c e i v i n g  c h i l d  suppor t  payments from 

a b s e n t  f a t h e r s  than were whi tes .  

The r epo r t ed  ea rn ings  and employment s i t u a t i o n  of t he  f a t h e r s  i s  

g i v e n  i n  columns 4 and 5. Employment was low, even though only a  few 

f a t h e r s  were s t i l l  e n r o l l e d  i n  high school  ( l e s s  than 2 p e r c e n t ) .  

Employment tended t o  be sporad ic ;  only  a  m ino r i t y  had worked f u l l  time 

d u r i n g  t h e  p rev ious  year .  On the  o t h e r  hand, most f a t h e r s  worked a t  

l e a s t  p a r t  time. I n  only 16 p e r c e n t  of the  c a s e s  d i d  t he  mothers r e p o r t  

t h a t  i n  t h e  p r ev ious  y e a r  the  f a t h e r  had no employment a t  a l l .  The pro- 

p o r t i o n s  of f a t h e r s  w i th  c u r r e n t  e a rn ings  and who had held  f u l l  time jobs  

i n  t h e  p rev ious  y e a r  was h i g h e s t  among a b s e n t  f a t h e r s  who were making 

some c h i l d  suppo r t  c o n t r i b u t i o n s .  The r e s i d e n t i a l  f a t h e r s  ranked second 

i n  t h e i r  l e v e l  of employment and ea rn ings ,  a l though  over  a  t h i r d  were n o t  

r e c e i v i n g  income from jobs a t  t h e  time of t he  in te rv iew.  The t h i r d  

h i g h e s t  rank ing  i n  terms of income p o t e n t i a l  were those  f a t h e r s  who were 

be ing  taken t o  cou r t .  The f a t h e r s  w i t h  l e g a l  p a t e r n i t y  who were n o t  

paying had t he  lowest  economic p o t e n t i a l ;  on ly  about  a  t h i r d  of them 

earned  any income. 

Thus, whi le  t h e  number of f a t h e r s  f a c i n g  economic d i f f i c u l t i e s  was 

s u b s t a n t i a l ,  a  s i z a b l e  number had some a b i l i t y  t o  pay. Even i n  t he  



un iden t i f i ed  f a t h e r  group, over a  th i rd  had cu r ren t  earnings and over a  

q u a r t e r  had been known to work f u l l  time. 

Does Father Involvement Decline or Increase over Time? Although 

these  data  a r e  no t  longi tudina l ,  we can examine the degree of formal and 

informal  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  by the f a t h e r  i n  the l i f e  of the family according 

t o  the age of the ch i ld .  Table 6 compares f a t h e r s  of babies aged 6 

months or l e s s  to f a t h e r s  of 1-year-olds,  2-year-olds, 3  year-olds ,  e tc .  

Reading across  the rows, one can see t h a t  the percentage of ch i ld ren  

whose f a t h e r s  l i v e  in  the household dec l ines  a s  the babies age, while the 

percentage who have l ega l ly  i d e n t i f i e d  absent  f a t h e r s  increases .  By the 

time the babies reach age 3, about 42 percent  in  t h i s  sample had formal 

l e g a l  t i e s  with the absent  f a t h e r  (row 2).  Some p a r t  of t h i s  increase  i s  

explained by the dec l ine  in  those with r e s iden t  f a t h e r s  (row 1 ) .  Less 

than 40 percent  of the absent  f a t h e r s  with ch i ld  support o rders  paid 

anything.  The proport ion of i d e n t i f i e d  f a t h e r s  who paid seemed to peak 

a t  over half  during the second and th i rd  year a f t e r  the b i r t h ,  and then 

unexp la inedly  dropped. 

Among those who paid, the average amount cont r ibu ted  was approxi- 

mately $132.71, or a  l i t t l e  over 30 d o l l a r s  a  week. The data  do no t  indi-  

c a t e  whether or  no t  payments were regular  or cons is ten t .  

The lower panel of the t ab l e ,  rows 7-10, i nd ica t e s  p a t t e r n s  of in for -  

mal contact  between absent  f a t h e r s  and t h e i r  chi ldren.  I n  a l l  

categories--frequency of v i s i t s ,  occasional ly giving presents ,  or  

d i scuss ing  the ch i ld  with the mother on a  regular  bas i s - - the  degree of 

parent ing  a c t i v i t y  of nonres iden t i a l  f a t h e r s  appears to dec l ine  a s  the 

c h i l d  ages: the number who never v i s i t  goes up, to more than one-third,  
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Table 6 

F a t h e r  Involvement  by Years s i n c e  C h i l d ' s  B i r t h  

A t  Age 6  
Months o r  Age .6 t o  1.1 t o  2.1 t o  Over Age 

L e s s  1.0 Years 2.0 3.0 3  
( ~ = 8 6 )  ( ~ = 9 6 )  ( ~ = 1 5 9 )  (N=82) ( ~ ~ 6 0 )  

1. % w i t h  r e s i d e n t  
f a t h e r s  41.9 30.2 27.0 25.6 23.3 

2. % w i t h  l e g a l l y  
i d e n t i f i e d  a b s e n t  
f a t h e r s  8.1 

3.  Of those  w i t h  
o r d e r s ,  % who pay 37.5 

4.  Of t h o s e  who 
pay,  mean 
monthly amount 
i n  d o l l a r s a  $93.00 $173.02 $117.78 $140.25 $142.79 

5 .  % w i t h  a d j u d i c a t i o n  
i n  p r o c e s s  31.4 22.9 14.5 17.1 16.7 

6 .  % w i t h  u n i d e n t i f i e d  
f a t h e r s  w i t h  no 
l e g a l  o r  fo rmal  
f i n a n c i a l  t i e s b  18.6 

7.  % a b s e n t  f a t h e r s  
who n e v e r  v i s i t  20.4 

8 .  % a b s e n t  f a t h e r s  
who v i s i t  c h i l d  
weekly o r  more 63.3 44.8 39.5 31.2 24.4 

9 .  % a b s e n t  f a t h e r s  
who o c c a s i o n a l l y  
buy p r e s e n t s  60.4 61.2 57 . O  47.5 43.2 

10. % a b s e n t  f a t h e r s  
who d i s c u s s  c h i l d  
w i t h  mother a t  
l e a s t  once a  month 89.4 78.1 77.6 61.0 45.6 

Source :  Wisconsin Teen Welfare Mother Study,  1986-1987, I n s  ti t u  t e  f o r  
Research on Pover ty ,  U n i v e r s i t y  of Wisconsin-Madison. 

a T h i s  c o n t r i b u t i o n  i s  r e p o r t e d  a s  what he has  p a i d  and i s  s t a n d a r d i z e d  t o  
a  monthly b a s i s  among a l l  who r e p o r t  a  payment. 

b ~ n c l u d e s  t h e  few who a r e  dead, unknown, o r  judged u n d e s i r a b l e  by t h e  
c o u r t s .  



w h i l e  t he  p ropo r t i on  who v i s i t  weekly o r  more goes  down from about  two- 

t h i r d s  t o  abou t  one-quar t e r .  Occasional  purchases  of toys ,  c l o t h e s ,  o r  

o t h e r  p r e s e n t s  d e c l i n e s  among a b s e n t  f a t h e r s ,  a s  do r e g u l a r  d i s c u s s i o n s  

w i t h  mothers about  t he  ch i l d r en .  These p a t t e r n s  sugges t  t h a t  l e g a l  t i e s ,  

which i n c r e a s e  over  t ime, appear  t o  have l i t t l e  e f f e c t  on t h e  e x t e n t  t o  

which an informal  f a t h e r i n g  r o l e  i s  adopted by t h e  a b s e n t  f a t h e r .  

Do Absent Fathers Who Pay Participate More in  the children's Lives? 

Tab le  7 compares l e v e l s  of a b s e n t  f a t h e r  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  t he  c h i l d ' s  

l i f e  a c r o s s  t h e  c a t e g o r i e s  of formal l e g a l  i d e n t i t y  and f i n a n c i a l  c o n t r i -  

bu t i on .  The f i r s t  two columns show t h a t  t he  p ropo r t i on  who never  v i s i t  

i s  lowest  among those  who pay and h i g h e s t  among those  who a r e  involved i n  

t h e  e a r l y  s t a g e s  of c o u r t  proceedings .  On t h e  o t h e r  hand, i n  t h e  bottom 

row, t h r e e - q u a r t e r s  of those  who do n o t  pay and those  who a r e  uniden- 

t i f i e d  i n  a  l e g a l  s ense  do v i s i t  t h e  c h i l d  on occasion,  and one- t h i r d  

v i s i t  weekly. The p ropo r t i on  of those  who v i s i t  f r e q u e n t l y  and r e g u l a r l y  

a r e  h i g h e s t  among payors ,  b u t  nex t  h i g h e s t  a r e  those  f a t h e r s  o u t s i d e  t he  

l e g a l  system. 

P a t t e r n s  of occa s iona l  g i f t  g iv ing ,  i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  v i s i t s ,  a r e  asso-  

c i a t e d  w i th  t h e  degree of formal and l e g a l  involvement,  b u t  t he r e  i s  no 

d r ama t i c  v a r i a t i o n  by degree  of such involvement. I n  t h e  f o u r t h  column, 

t h e  o cca s iona l  p r o v i s i o n  of primary c a r e  by t he  a b s e n t  f a t h e r  occurs  

among ha l f  of t h e  payors and h a l f  of t he  "un iden t i f i ed1 '  f a t h e r s .  

(Pr imary c a r e  r e f e r s  t o  t h e  f e ed ing  and changing d i a p e r s  of t he  c h i l d  on 

occa s ion ,  t ak ing  him o r  he r  t o  t h e  doc tor ,  e t c . )  

F i n a l l y ,  column 5 shows t h a t  60 p e r c e n t  of those  o u t s i d e  t h e  l e g a l  

system and a  s l i g h t l y  h ighe r  p ropo r t i on  of those  who prov ide  some 



Table 7 

Absent F a t h e r s '  Formal and I n f  ormal Involvement 

% Who Discuss  
% Who % Who V i s i t  Ch i ld  w i t h  

Never V i s i t  Weekly o r  % Who Buy % Who Prov ide  Mother a t  L e a s t  
C h i l d  More P r e s e n t s  Primary Care Once a  Month 

Pays  some 
s u p p o r t  
N = 106 

Has c o u r t  
o r d e r ,  does  
n o t  pay 
N = 34 

C o u r t  
p roceed ings  
i n  p r o c e s s  
N = 98 

U n i d e n t i f i e d  
f a t h e r s  
w i  t h  no 
fo rmal  
l e g a l  o r  
f  inanc  i a  1 
t i e s a  
N = 108 24.1 33.3 46.3 50.0 

Source:  Wisconsin Teen Welfare  Mother S tudy ,  1986-1987, I n s t i t u t e  f o r  Research on 
P o v e r t y ,  U n i v e r s i t y  of Wisconsin-Madison. 

a ~ h i s  i n c l u d e s  t h e  few who a r e  dead, unknown, o r  judged u n d e s i r a b l e  by t h e  c o u r t s .  



payment have r egu la r  d i scuss ions  wi th  the mother about  the  ch i ld .  

Somewhat s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  the  l e a s t  v a r i a t i o n  i n  absen t - f a the r  informal  par- 

t i c i p a t i o n  i n  family l i f e  appears  i n  t h i s  l a s t  category. Regardless  of 

t he  absen t  f a t h e r ' s  l e g a l  s t a t u s  o r  degree of f i n a n c i a l  con t r ibu t ion ,  the 

mothers r e p o r t  t h a t  they have informal ,  r egu la r  c o n t a c t  regarding the 

c h i l d  wi th  a  s t rong  ma jo r i t y  of these  men. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Pre l iminary  evidence on p a t t e r n s  of absen t - f a the r  r e l a  t i onsh ips  among 

a  sample of teen wel fa re  mother f a m i l i e s  suggests  t h a t  many of the  

couples  no longer  had persona l  r e l a t i o n s h i p s .  Of those absent  f a t h e r s  

who a r e  l e g a l l y  i d e n t i f i e d ,  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  minor i ty  provide a t  l e a s t  some 

c h i l d  support.  The i r  con t r ibu t ion  i s  n o t ,  however, impressive;  payments 

average only a  l i t t l e  over $30.00 a  week. Those who provide support  have 

somewhat b e t t e r  economic prospec ts  than t h e i r  peers  who e i t h e r  l i v e  wi th  

t h e  c h i l d r e n  or  who have no l e g a l  o b l i g a t i o n s  o r  formal t i e s .  Judging 

from the f a t h e r s '  work experience,  t he re  i s  g r e a t e r  p o t e n t i a l  f o r  pro- 

v i d i n g  some f i n a n c i a l  support.  I t  is important  t o  no te ,  however, t h a t  

among m i n o r i t i e s  the absen t  f a t h e r  i s  r a r e l y  marr ied to ,  l i v i n g  wi th ,  o r  

p rovid ing  support  t o  t he  teen  mother family.  

For  example, of minori ty  s t a t u s  mothers, l e s s  than 1 pe rcen t  a r e  

marr ied t o  or  l i v e  wi th  the f a t h e r ,  whereas 40 pe rcen t  of the white  

mothers l i v e  wi th  the f a t h e r s .  Only one- t h i r d  of the  f a t h e r s  of minori ty  

f a m i l i e s  have a  l e g a l  agreement, y e t  ha l f  pay something. One- t h i r d  of 

absen t  f a t h e r s  i n  white f a m i l i e s  a l s o  have l e g a l  agreements; however, of 

t h a t  group, a lmost  three-quar  t e r s  c o n t r i b u t e  some support.  Future  



r e s e a r c h  should ana lyze  p a t t e r n s  such as  those c i t e d  e a r l i e r  s e p a r a t e l y  

f o r  whi tes ,  b l acks ,  and Hispanics ,  a s  Lerman has pointed o u t  (1987). 

In formal  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  by absen t  f a t h e r s  i n  the c h i l d r e n ' s  l i v e s  

d e c l i n e s  a s  the  baby's age i nc r ea se s ,  bu t  does n o t  vary d r ama t i ca l l y  by 

l e g a l  s t a t u s  of the f a t h e r .  Many of those ou t s i de  the p a t e r n i t y  and 

c h i l d  suppor t  system t a l k  r e g u l a r l y  wi th  the  mother and v i s i t  and provide 

c a r e  f o r  t h e i r  ch i ld ren .  F i n a l l y ,  very few of the f a t h e r s  appear  by 

o f f i c i a l  agency de s igna t i on  or by the mother 's  r e p o r t  to  be u n f i t  o r  

t o t a l l y  unava i l ab l e  f o r  paren t ing .  

These r e s u l t s  seem a t  f i r s t  to  confirm the  conc lus ions  of o t h e r s  who 

sugges t  a  more p o s i t i v e  view of youth who a r e  f a t h e r i n g  the  bab ies  of 

a d o l e s c e n t  s i n g l e  mothers. These da ta  do no t  provide evidence of m a r i t a l  

t i e s  t h a t  is claimed i n  the work of Lerman, Vinovskis  and o t h e r s  ( s e e  

Lerman, 1987; Parke and Nev i l l e ,  1987; Vinovskis and Chase-Lansdale, 

1987).  I n  t h i s  sample, r e s i d e n t i a l  fa therhood and marr iage dec l i ne s ,  

wh i l e  s epa ra t i on ,  d ivorce ,  or break up of the nonmarried couple  

i n c r e a s e s ,  a s  the  c h i l d  ages.  

However, the  a b s e n t  f a t h e r '  s informal ,  con t inu ing  c o n t a c t  w i th  the 

c h i l d  a s  repor ted  i n  t h i s  s tudy is higher  than the s o c i a l  s e r v i c e  l i t e r a -  

t u r e  would i nd i ca t e .  The evidence of t h i s  ongoing r e l a t i o n s h i p  i s  from 

t h e  teen mother 's  r e p o r t  and does no t  vary much by formal l e g a l  and 

f i n a n c i a l  involvement. I t  i s  s u r p r i s i n g l y  cons i s  t e n t  w i th  ~ u l l i v a n '  s 

(1987) e thnographic  da ta  on p a t t e r n s  of teen f a t h e r i n g  i n  i n n e r - c i t y  

neighborhoods i n  New York Ci ty .  Confirmation based on such d i f f e r e n t  

d a t a  s e t s  mer i t s  po l i cy  cons idera  t i on .  

Given t h a t  ab sen t  fatherhood-- i. e. , n o n r e s i d e n t i a l  and nonmar i ta l  

f a therhood- - i s  the  most l i k e l y  outcome of a  teen b i r t h ,  and v i r t u a l l y  the 



only outcome f o r  minori ty youth, i t  seems important f o r  publ ic  pol icy t o  

bu i ld  upon the  p resen t  l e v e l  of informal con tac t  and to  encourage the 

c h i l d ' s  claim t o  l e g a l  p a t e r n i t y ,  and, eventua l ly ,  t o  c h i l d  support.  A s  

Wa t tenberg  suggests ,  the shor t -  term economic gains may be s l i g h t ,  bu t  the 

long-run p o t e n t i a l  f o r  a b i l i t y  t o  pay should no t  be underestimated. A 

good many of these young men--regardless of formal involvement and even 

i f  they a r e  minority members--go on to  f u r t h e r  t r a in ing ,  education, 

employment, and earnings (Marsigl io,  1986; Sul l ivan ,  1987). 

Some recent  pol icy developments at tempt to  promote more l e g a l  iden- 

t i f i c a t i o n  of these f a t h e r s  by changing the incent ive  s t r u c t u r e  f o r  l o c a l  

c h i l d  support  agencies.  I n  the welfare reform b i l l  introduced by Daniel  

P. Moynihan i n  the U.S. Senate i n  1987, the f e d e r a l  c h i l d  support  enfor-  

cement agency would reward s t a t e s  f o r  increas ing  t h e i r  r a t e  of p a t e r n i t y  

ad jud ica t ions  r e l a t i v e  to  t h e i r  s ingle-parent  b i r t h  r a t e s  and would 

inc rease  ea r ly  monitoring of the economic p o t e n t i a l  of absent  f a t h e r s .  

The b i l l  would r equ i re  t h a t  b i r t h  c e r t i f i c a t e s  bear  s o c i a l  s e c u r i t y  num- 

b e r s  of two pa ren t s ,  r e s u l t i n g  i n  immediate formal f a t h e r  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n .  

Were t h i s  to work, i t  would reduce the capr ic iousness  and haphazardness 

of the c u r r e n t  system of p a t e r n i t y  establ ishment .  I t  may not ,  however, 

b r ing  about  more formal c h i l d  support  f o r  these f ami l i e s ,  and i t  may n o t ,  

i n  the  s h o r t  run, have poverty-reducing e f f e c t s .  

While we may be f a r  from requi r ing  t h a t  formal c h i l d  support  be 

obtained from every absent  parent ,  we a r e  l i k e l y  t o  see a  s h i f t  i n  the 

1 ega 1 processing of these mat te rs  t h a t  i nd ica t e s  increas ing  advocacy of 

t he  c h i l d ' s  r i g h t f u l  claim to  a  f a the r .  Whether t h i s  w i l l  increase  the 

l e v e l  of parent ing provided by absen t  f a t h e r s  remains t o  be seen. The 

prel iminary evidence presented here c e r t a i n l y  ind ica t e s  t h a t  a n  increase  



i n  l ega l  formal fatherhood is  not l i k e l y  to reduce informal father 

involvement. Nor i s  i t  l i k e l y  to create negative consequences for  most 

teen s i n g l e  mothers and the ir  children. 
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