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ABSTRACT
The American system of family and kinship is undergoing considerable
change. Decreasing stability in the nuclear family has called into
question the role of parents in providing for children across separate
households. A significant proportion of absent parents do not make
economic contributions to the well-being of their children. As a
consequence, children living in single-parent homes run a much greater
risk of living in poverty than do children in two-parent homes. We
focus on this issue by examining several factors that influence child
support awards and amounts. Our analysis uses a sample of ever-divorced
women from the National Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of
1972. We argue that the socioeconomic resources of parents, as gauged
by earnings of the father and earnings and education of the mother, at
the time of divorce affect their ability to negotiate and the motivation
of the noncustodial parent to provide support. Our results indicate
that socioeconomic resources are significant predictors of child support
outcomes.

Providing for the Children: Socioeconomic Resources
of Parents and Child Support in the United States
The American system of family and kinship is undergoing considerable
change. A primary indicator of such change is the declining proportion
of all households that are family households

.'

From 1970 to 1987, the

proportion of family households declined from 81 percent to 72 percent
(U.S. Bureau of the Census 1987b).

The decline is even steeper if

attention is restricted to traditional married-couple families in which
children are present and the wife does not participate in the labor
force (from 40 percent to 28 percent).

Of particular importance for the

concern of this paper are striking changes in the living arrangements of
children. In 1970, 85 percent of children lived in two-parent
households, whereas by 1987 this figure had dropped to 73 percent (U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 1987b).

And the cross-sectional figures

underestimate the proportion of children who will ever experience life
in a single-parent family. Bumpass (1984) has estimated that more than
50 percent of children born recently will at some time live in a
single-parent family before they reach age 18.
Historically, American families have undergone persistent change as
various tasks performed by family members have been shifted to other
institutions and organizations (Parsons 1949; Goode 1963; Harris 1983;
Stone 1979).

Commitment to family relationships has concurrently eroded

as it has become more acceptable to pursue individual goals over group
interests (Bellah, Madsen, Swidler, Sullivan, and Tipton 1985;
Furstenberg and Spanier 1984; Scanzoni 1983).

One strand of continuity

throughout such change, however, has been the role played by mothers and
fathers in the socialization and economic support of children. With

greater individualism and decentralization of task performance, children
have increasingly become the core around which family life revolves.
Nevertheless, as stability in the nuclear family has become more the
exception than the norm (Martin and Bumpass 1989), and children are
increasingly less likely to live with both biological parents, the role
of parents in providing for children is being called into question.2
There are no institutionalized arrangements, no set of entrenched rules
and obligations, that define the nature and extent of resource transfers
from noncustodial parents to their children.

It is, therefore,

increasingly important to investigate how parents arrange for the care
and economic provision of children across separate households and to
examine factors that influence these arrangements. The question is even
more salient, given evidence indicating that a substantial proportion of
noncustodial parents provide little or no economic support for their
children (Office of Child Support Enforcement 1988).

In this paper we

explore the nature of economic transfers across households by focusing
on the determinants of child support awards and amounts. We use a
sample of divorced women taken from the National Longitudinal Study of
the High School Class of 1972 (NLS).

THE PROBLEM

As a result of legal custom and a division of labor based on
traditional sex roles, almost all custodial parents are women.

Since

1967 the number of female-headed households has doubled, and they now
constitute 16 percent of all families (U.S. Bureau of the Census 1987b).
The increase in these families is of particular concern because they

often lack the financial resources to be economically self-sufficient,
as shown by the fact that they make up 48 percent of families below the
poverty line (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1987a).

Available evidence

indicates that a substantial proportion of female-headed families are
created by marital disruption (Garfinkel and McLanahan 1986) and that
many of these families would not be in poverty if they had remained
intact (Lerman 1987).
Accumulating evidence indicates that life in a female-headed family
has negative consequences, most of which can be traced to the poverty
experienced by such families (Graham and Beller 1988; Garfinkel and
McLanahan 1986; McLanahan and Bumpass 1988).

Children from

female-headedhomes are more likely to marry and give birth at early
ages, are more likely to experience marital disruption, are more likely
to be on welfare as adults and to receive less education.

Experiencing

life in a female-headed family is thus an overlooked but key link in the
process by which negative socioeconomic traits are passed from one
generation to another.
Child support awards are the most common mechanism by which economic
resources are transferred from noncustodial parents, mostly men, to
their children. Yet only about 60 percent of mothers heading a
single-parenthousehold have a child support award, and of these only 48
percent receive the full amount due and 26 percent receive nothing
(Office of Child Support Enforcement 1988).

While the figures are

better for ever-divorced mothers, nearly one-fifth of such women are not
awarded child support. Research on the processes determining the award
and receipt of child support is therefore crucial to understanding
variations in the care and maintenance of children across households.

We focus on the first step in this process by examining the determinants
of child support awards and amounts, noting that the most significant
predictor of subsequent receipt of economic provision from an absent
parent is having a child support award (Peterson and Nord 1987).

A CONCEPTUAL OUTLINE

Why do absent parents allow their children's welfare to suffer by not
paying child support? To answer this question, we first assume that
both parents value the welfare of their children and each therefore
benefits from the other's actions to increase the welfare of their
children (see Weiss and Willis 1985).

In a two-parent family,

propinquity generally acts to maximize the investment of both parents in
their children, so that either parent enjoys increments to a child's
welfare made by the other parent while also making contributions to the
child's welfare. Absent parents, however, lose control over the
allocation of goods and services in the children's household.
Noncustodial parents cannot assume that their economic contributions
will be distributed as they wish for the purposes of private consumption
of the custodial parent and the children. In addition, noncustodial
parents receive diminished utility from their children owing to
distance. These arguments lead us to expect that noncustodial parents
will be less motivated than custodial parents to establish a child
support award.
Indeed, it cannot be assumed a vriori that all absent parents will be
motivated to provide for their children. Rather, the nature and extent
of resource transfers from noncustodial to custodial parents are subject

to negotiation, each parent seeking to maximize personal preferences
subject to constraints imposed by concern for the welfare of the
children.

The outcome of these negotiations is the time and material

support provided by the absent parent.

Our knowledge of the factors

determining such transfers is minimal, as there has been little
research, either theoretical or empirical, that provides a firm
understanding of existing variations in economic transfers from
noncustodial parents to their children.
We argue that child support, as a negotiated outcome, is a function
of several interrelated factors. First, the ability to negotiate a
settlement in line with one's preferences is dependent on the level of
socioeconomic resources possessed. Parents with greater resources will
be better able to negotiate a position closer to their own preferences.
Second, noncustodial parents vary with respect to their motivation
(or preferences) in providing child support. Noncustodial parents who
are more concerned about the welfare of their children and who have
greater control over the allocation of resources in the children's
household will be more motivated to provide child support. As we
outline below, we believe that the motivation of the noncustodial parent
to provide child support is also linked to the socioeconomic resources
of parents, and in ways that may counteract the effects of ability to
negotiate.
Third, parents conduct negotiations concerning child support within
limits imposed by law (see Mnookin and Kornhauser, 1979).

Although

courts usually ratify child support decisions made by parents, we expect
that the use of legal assistance and the nature of divorce laws will
influence the likelihood that child support will be awarded. The use of

legal assistance as a direct manipulation of the court system should
increase the probability of support being awarded. The impact of
divorce laws is less clear, although Weitzman (1985) has argued that
no-fault divorce produces an atmosphere of "gender neutrality" that may
reduce the likelihood of child support being awarded.
We elaborate on these arguments while discussing previous findings on
the correlates of child support awards. We also outline a set of
expectations for the effect of important predictor variables on child
support awards that we test using data from the (NLS) National
Longitudinal Study of the High School Class of 1972. An important
aspect of the NLS data is that they contain information about the
socioeconomic characteristics of parents at the time of divorce. While
prior literature has emphasized the importance of socioeconomic status
in determining whether child support is awarded, the NLS is the first
nationally representative data set that includes such information at the
time of divorce. Finally, even though our discussion is couched in
terms of the award of child support, our comments apply as well to the
amount of support awarded (e.g., an effect that acts to increase the
likelihood of an award being made is expected to increase the amount of
support awarded).

PRIOR RESEARCH
A common assumption in the literature is that noncustodial parents
will be more likely to agree to provide support when they believe that
the custodial parent is financially unable to care for the children
(Beller and Graham 1985) .4

In this case, the lack of economic resources

on the part of the custodial parent increases the motivation of the
noncustodial parent to provide support by increasing the likelihood that
support payments will be allocated in a manner that directly increases
the welfare of the children (e.g., better housing, clothing and food).
However, following our discussion above, we also anticipate that
custodial parents with greater economic resources are better able to
negotiate for child support. We expect, therefore, that the economic
resources of custodial parents have offsetting positive and negative
effects. Thus, determining the direction of effects is an empirical
question.
The prior literature has little to say about the expected impact of
the custodial parent's education on child support. Net of economic
resources, however, we expect a positive effect of education on the
award of child support. Education should increase the custodial
parent's ability to bargain effectively within the legal system.

In

addition, since more highly educated mothers are more likely to invest
resources in their children (Leibowitz 1977; Murnane, Maynard, and Ohls
1981), absent fathers will be more motivated to agree to provide child
support.
In terms of empirical research, no study has included a measure of
the custodial parent's income at the time of divorce, although several
studies have examined the effect of a mother's current income in models
seeking to determine whether child support due is received. The results
from these models are inconclusive:

some studies find no effect of

mother's income (Hill 1984); others find a negative effect (O'Neill
1985).

Results concerning mother's education do refer to award of child

support and are more consistent, indicating that women with more
education are more likely to have an award (Beller and Graham 1986).
As is the case for the custodial parent's economic resources, the
effect of the economic resources of noncustodial parents on award of
child support is expected to operate in offsetting directions. Greater
economic resources should increase the motivation of noncustodial
parents to provide support by increasing their ability to influence the
manner in which support payments are allocated in the custodial parent's
household and by requiring fewer sacrifices in private consumption. In
addition, models of socioeconomic attainment show that father's income
increases the attainments of children (Sewell, Hauser, and Wolf 1980).
Part of this effect may be due to the fact that higher-income men prefer
to provide the resources, in this case child support, to develop higherquality children. However, if they have motivation not to provide
support, noncustodial parents with greater economic resources are also
better able to negotiate for no award. Thus, the economic resources of
noncustodial parents may also have counteracting effects.
The expected effect of the noncustodial parent's education is also
ambiguous. On one hand, net of economic resources, more education
increases motivation to produce higher-quality children, increasing the
probability that a child support award is made. On the other hand,
education also increases the ability to negotiate effectively, reducing
the likelihood of a child support award if the parent does not wish to
grant it.
The empirical evidence concerning the effects of the socioeconomic
resources of noncustodial parents on child support awards is slim. No
study has included indicators of father's income and education

divorce. Most research on the award of child support assumes that
characteristics of fathers are proxied by the inclusion of the mother's
characteristics (see Beller and Graham 1986), and so father's
characteristics are not separately analyzed. Results pertaining to the
payment of child support, however, indicate that the current income of
fathers has a positive effect (Beller and Graham 1985; Hill 1984;
O'Neill 1985), while the education of the father does not appear to be
related (Hill 1984).
Research concerning the impact of the legal system on child support
awards is almost nonexistent. No research has addressed the use of
legal services as a factor in determining whether child support is
awarded, although Beller and Graham (1985) emphasize the potential
importance of this factor, arguing that access to the legal system acts
to increase the likelihood of a child support award. Consistent with
Weitzman's (1985) argument, Peters (1983) finds that transfers to
divorced wives, including the likelihood of being awarded child support,
are lower in states with no-fault divorce laws.

DATA
The data are taken from the fifth round of the National Longitudinal
Study of the High School Class of 1972 (NLS).

The NLS has followed

respondents from their senior year in high school to early 1986, with
intervening follow-ups in 1973, 1974, 1976 and 1979. The original
sample was a stratified random sample of all high school seniors
enrolled in public, private, and church-affiliated high schools in the
United States (Tourangeau, Sebring, Campbell, Glusberg, Spencer, and

Singleton 1987).

The fifth follow-up is a subsample of about 14,500

cases of the original sample of over 22,000 men and women and contains a
supplement which, in addition to increasing the sample size of relevant
individuals (e.g., respondents who have ever experienced marital
disruption), provides detailed information concerning child support
outcomes. Most important for our purposes, the NLS contains information
about the socioeconomic resources of both mothers and fathers at the
time of divorce.
Although the NLS data contain information on child support gathered
from both men and women (the respondents are not a sample of spouses),
we conduct our analyses based on responses provided by women. Prior
evidence indicates that women are more likely than men to provide
accurate information concerning child support outcomes (Cherlin,
Griffith, and McCarthy 1983) . 5

Since very few fathers are reported as

having custody of their children, we also restrict our attention to
whether child support was awarded to the m ~ t h e r . ~
The NLS misses individuals who were not in school during the spring
of their senior year in high school. Variation in the award of child
support according to education is thus truncated, as is variation on
other variables related to education. This restriction is likely to
have less impact on ever-divorced women, however, since they are more
likely than never-married mothers to have graduated from high school.
Respondents in the NLS are followed from approximately age 18 until
approximately age 34, a span of ages over which both marriage and
divorce are likely to occur. However, disruptions of late marriages
(after age 34) and marriages of long duration (more than 14 years) are
not observed. This also means that women who are older at the time of

divorce are not included. Nevertheless, the ages covered in the NLS are
those at which women are most likely to be eligible for award of child
support (e.g., have children under the age of 18).
size is 664 (570 whites and 94 blacks).

Our final sample

Our results are based on

unweighted data, since the use of sampling weights violates the
statistical assumption upon which the calculation of standard errors is
based.

Our results are not substantively different, however, if

weighted data are used.
The NLS data only contain information on child support awards
reported by ever-divorced mothers (if we exclude reports by fathers).
Child support information is also restricted to first marriages. While
the latter restriction is not significant for our purposes, since most
ever-divorced women under age 35 have experienced only one divorce, the
restriction to ever-divorced women is more significant. Prior research
indicates that marital status is the most significant predictor of child
support, ever-married mothers being more likely than those who never
married to have an award. However, it is among ever-married mothers
that the most consistent socioeconomic differences in child support
occur (Beller and Graham 1986).

We suspect that this is true because

the never-married are a select group with a greater proportion of
accidental and unwanted pregnancies and a subset of fathers less
inclined to fulfill the parenthood role. Divorced couples have assumed
the responsibilities of parenthood and subsequently have had to
renegotiate, implicitly or explicitly, the terms by which children are
nurtured and supported economically.
The variables we use in the multivariate analysis are presented in
Table 1. We initially included a larger set of predictor variables as

Table 1

Means and Standard Deviations of Variables Used in the
Analysis of Child Support

Mean

Variable
Dependent Variables:
Child support awarded to wife
Log of amount of child support awarded
Socioeconomic Resources:
Log of
Mother
Mother
Log of

mother's earnings at divorce
has some college education
has college education
father's earnings at divorce

Characteristics of the Legal System:
No lawyer
No-fault divorce state
Controls :
Black
Mother's age at divorce
Number of children
At least one child under 6
Months married
a$187 dollars per child in 1985 dollars.
b $ 9 , 360 per mother in 1985 dollars.

'$20,989 per father in 1985 dollars.

Standard
Deviation

possible controls but did not obtain a better fitting model (and the
estimated coefficients for the additional controls were insignificant),
and their inclusion did not alter the pattern of results we report
below.

These additional variables include the following: whether the

woman was in the labor force at the time of divorce; whether one of the
children was a boy; whether the father had been married before and
whether he was financially responsible for children from a prior union;
whether the father was in the labor force at the time of divorce; and
the mother's recall of the degree of bitterness between spouses at the
time of the d i ~ o r c e . We
~ chose to restrict the number of predictor
variables to those shown in Table 1 in order simplify the presentation
and to increase the precision of parameter estimates, given the
relatively small sample size.
We also chose not to include education of the father in our
presentation, since it had no effect in any of the models that we
estimated.

On one hand, this may mean that child support awards are not

causally linked to father's education. On the other hand, as we argue
above, it is possible that father's education has positive and negative
effects which completely offset each other.
The mother's education and income at divorce and the father's income
at divorce are used to measure socioeconomic resources.

(We use

"income" and "earnings" interchangeably.) A number of control variables
are also included. Number of children is included to measure variation
in economic need on the part of the mother. Whether there is at least
one child under age 6 is included to measure constraints on the mother's
labor force participation (largely through increased costs of child
care), and thus an increase in her economic need. The mother's age is

included in order to tap unmeasured characteristics related to her
life-course position that may influence child support (although age is
virtually isomorphic with year of divorce).

Race is included as a

control, because prior research has consistently found that blacks are
less likely to be awarded child support (Beller and Graham 1985, 1986;
Hill 1984; OINeill 1985).

Duration of marriage is included as a proxy

for the time and emotional investments that fathers make in a marriage
prior to divorce, which may increase their motivation to provide child
support (OINeill 1985).
Two measures of the legal context are included. The first indicates
whether the mother retained a lawyer;' the second indicates whether the
divorce took place in a state where irreconcilable differences (or a
similar form of no-fault divorce) constitute grounds for divorce. This
measure is constructed from information contained in various issues of

A

the Book of the States (Council of State Governments 1970-1986).

state is coded 0 until the year following the passage of a no-fault
divorce statute, after which it is coded 1.9
The means shown in Table 1 indicate that nearly one-fifth of the
women in the sample were not awarded child support at divorce.

This

figure is comparable to that available for ever-divorced women of
similar education from the Current Population Survey (U.S. Bureau of the
Census 1988).

Among mothers with a child support award, the average

award per child is $187 per month (to control for skewness, we use
logged dollar amounts in our multivariate analysis).

The average income

of mothers at divorce is $9,360. This figure is much lower than the
average income of fathers at divorce, $20,989.lo

The income of fathers

is sufficiently high to indicate that, on average, the fathers in the

sample a r e f i n a n c i a l l y a b l e t o pay c h i l d support.

The income f i g u r e s

f o r mothers a r e s u f f i c i e n t l y low t o s u b s t a n t i a t e previous research
i n d i c a t i n g t h a t women and c h i l d r e n s u f f e r a decline i n economic
well-being following divorce (Duncan and Hoffman 1985; Hoffman and
Duncan 1988; Weitzman 1985). 11

We begin our a n a l y s i s by focusing on the l i k e l i h o o d t h a t c h i l d
support i s awarded a t divorce.

Since the dependent v a r i a b l e i s a

dichotomy, we use l o g i s t i c regression t o examine t h e e f f e c t s of the
independent v a r i a b l e s on the l o g of the odds t h a t an award w i l l be made.
Next, we examine a more d e t a i l e d c a t e g o r i z a t i o n of c h i l d support awards,
s i n c e p r i o r research i n d i c a t e s t h a t c h i l d support awarded v o l u n t a r i l y i s
more l i k e l y t o r e s u l t i n subsequent payment of support (O'Neill 1985;
Peterson and Nord 1987; Sonenstein and Calhoun 1988).

We conduct t h i s

p a r t of the a n a l y s i s using an NLS question t h a t determines whether t h e
c h i l d support agreement was reached v o l u n t a r i l y o r by c o u r t o r d e r . 12
Among women with a c h i l d support award, we examine the l i k e l i h o o d t h a t
c h i l d support was awarded v o l u n t a r i l y ( a s opposed t o c o u r t o r d e r ) , using
l o g i s t i c regression.

Among women without a c h i l d support award, t h e NLS

d a t a allow us t o determine whether the lack of an award was t h e r e s u l t
of mutual consent, which we a l s o analyze using l o g i s t i c r e g r e s s i o n .
F i n a l l y , we examine the amount of c h i l d support t h a t i s awarded.
J u s t a s the award of c h i l d support i s negotiable, so i s t h e amount of
support.

We present two models of the amount of c h i l d support awarded.

The f i r s t model uses OLS regression t o determine the impact of t h e
independent v a r i a b l e s on the amount of c h i l d support awarded.

The

second model addresses the same question but adjusts for the possibility
of sample selection (Heckman 1979).

Since we only observe the amount of

support awarded for women with an award, the second model takes into
account the possibility that unmeasured characteristics that lead to an
award also affect the amount awarded. We use the logistic regression
equation estimated for the likelihood of receiving a child support award
to develop an adjustment for sample selectivity (see Lee 1983).

RESULTS
The results from estimating a model of the likelihood of being
awarded child support at divorce are shown in Table 2. The first column
of coefficients indicates the effects of the independent variables on
the log of the odds of receiving an award. The second column of
coefficients indicates the effect of the independent variables on the
probability of receiving an award, evaluated at the mean level of child
support observed in the sample (computed as b(P)(l-P),

where b is the

logistic regression coefficient and P is the average probability in the
sample that child support is awarded).
Mother's income at divorce increases the likelihood that a child
support award is made. The positive effect of mother's income is
congruent with the argument that greater economic resources increase her
capacity to negotiate for child support. The observed positive effect
does not necessarily mean that economic need has no effect. It may
simply be the case that the positive effect of capacity to negotiate is
greater than the negative effect of economic need. Unfortunately, with
the data at hand we cannot test this possibility directly. The

Table 2

Logistic-Regression Coefficients for the Likelihood
of Being Awarded Child supporta

Model Coefficients
X
B

Variable
Socioeconomic Resources:
Log of
Mother
Mother
Log of

mother's earnings at divorce
has some college education
has college education
father's earnings at divorce

Characteristics of Legal System:
No lawyer
No-fault divorce state
Controls :
Black
Mother's age at divorce
Number of children
At least one child under 6
Months married
Constant
Model
df

x2

'~ach model includes the variables shown as well as missing
value indicators for mother's earnings at divorce, mother's
education, and father's earnings at divorce.

**

p

< .05.

curvilinear effect of mother's education may also indicate the mixed
effects of negotiation skill and economic need. While having education
beyond high school may increase a mother's capacity to negotiate, it is
possible that fathers perceive less economic need if the mother
possesses a college degree, reducing his motivation to provide child
support. The lack of effect of father's income may mean that no causal
influence is present. However, as is the case for mother's income, the
lack of an effect of his income may reflect offsetting effects involving
capacity to negotiate and motivation to provide child support.
Additional results discussed below lead us to believe that this is the
case.
The effect of not retaining a lawyer is substantial. If a mother
does not engage a lawyer, she is almost 25 percent less likely to
receive a child support award. Given results presented below, however,
we are hesitant to interpret this coefficient as indicating that lack of
access to the legal system has an impact. We do not find that divorcing
in a state with no-fault divorce provisions has a significant effect on
award of child support.
The effects of the control variables are mostly in line with our
expectations. Age at divorce has no effect, while having fewer
children, having a child under age 6 , being white, and having been
married longer all act to increase the probability of being awarded
child support. The lack of significance in the effect of race indicates
that the lower likelihood of blacks receiving an award may be attributed
to their lower levels of socioeconomic resources, as some authors have
suggested (Beller and Graham 1986) .I3 The negative effect of having
more children is unexpected, given findings in previous research of a

positive effect on award of child support (Beller and Graham 1986;
O'Neill 1985).

Prior research has not, however, controlled for the

income of parents at the time of divorce.
In Table 3 we present the results of a more disaggregated analysis,
in which the award agreement is divided into different outcomes
depending on whether an award was made and whether the agreement was
reached voluntarily. The coefficients shown in Table 3 exhibit several
interesting patterns . I 4

Among mothers with an award (the first two

columns of Table 3), mother's income has no statistically significant
effect on the likelihood of receiving the award voluntarily. This
finding further strengthens our belief that negotiating capacity, rather
than economic status alone, is the primary force underlying mother's
economic resources. If economic need motivated fathers to provide
support the result would be a negative impact of mother's income on the
likelihood of a voluntary award. Mothers with a college education are
more likely than mothers with less education to have support awarded
voluntarily. This finding is consistent with the argument that women
with more education are more likely to invest resources in their
children, increasing the motivation of absent fathers to provide
support.
Whereas Table 2 indicated that father's income does not affect the
likelihood of having an award, we now see that among mothers with an
award, father's income does increase the probability that the decision
to provide support was reached voluntarily. We believe this finding
suggests that his income reflects both negotiating capacity and
motivation in determining award of child support. Among the subset of

Table 3

Logistic-Regression Coefficients for the Likelihood of
Alternative Child Support ~ g r e e m e n t s ~

Alternative Agreement
Award
Lack of Award
Voluntary
Voluntary
VS

.

Court -Ordered
B
%

Variable

VS

.

No Agreement
B
%

Socioeconomic Resources
Log of
Mother
Mother
Log of

mother's earnings at divorce
has some college education
has college education
father's earnings at divorce

Characteristics of Legal System:
No lawyer
No-fault divorce state
Controls :
Black
Mother ' s age at divorce
Number of children
At least one child under 6
Months married
Constant
Model
df

x2

aModels include the variables shown as well as missing value
indicators for mother's earnings at divorce, mother's education,
and father's earnings at divorce.

couples who have made some formal arrangement for child support, higherincome fathers appear more motivated to provide support.
The only other variable significantly related to the likelihood of
having a voluntary rather than a court-awarded award is race.

lacks

are less likely to have a voluntary award than whites, net of the other
variables in the model.

Clearly, there is something that our model does

not measure that is related to being black and which influences the
process of being awarded child support.
Among women without a child support award, there are several
predictors of whether this agreement was reached voluntarily. Both
mother's and father's incomes increase the likelihood that the absence
of an award was the result of mutual consent. The effect of mother's
income may reflect the fact that higher-income mothers are better able
to avoid the imposition of an award--thatis, high-income mothers
without an award are more likely to have voluntarily reached the
decision to forgo an award. We have no immediate explanation for why
father's income should have a positive effect on voluntarily agreeing to
no child support. We suspect that higher-income fathers may be
providing for their children through other means.

For instance, these

fathers may be better able to arrange for informal child support
payments (which would imply greater motivation to care for their
children).
Both divorcing in a no-fault state and not engaging a lawyer increase
the likelihood that not having a child support award was decided
voluntarily. This is the only juncture at which we find an effect for
no-fault divorce laws. We emphasize that the observed effect is simply
to increase the likelihood that the decision to forgo a child support

award was reached voluntarily. States without no-fault divorce laws
apparently create structural barriers to reaching this decision
voluntarily.

The positive effect of not having a lawyer suggests that

mothers and fathers without legal representation reached a voluntary
agreement for no child support. In this case, it is incorrect to assume
that mothers do not receive child support because they fail to retain a
lawyer. Rather, failure to retain a lawyer is the consequence of a
decision not to seek child support (although informal means of child
support may have been arranged).
To complete our analysis we examine the impact of the predictor
variables on the amount of child support awarded. Coefficients from an
OLS model predicting the log of the amount of child support awarded (per
month) are shown in the first column of Table 4 (logged values are used
to correct for skewness).

Coefficients in the second column are

adjusted for selectivity under the assumption that the amount of child
support awarded is positively correlated with the likelihood of being
awarded support. Both sets of coefficients are similar. The only
substantive difference lies in the coefficient for number of children,
which becomes significant after the adjustment for selectivity.15
Mother's earnings at divorce have no impact on the amount of child
support awarded. The only effect of mother's earnings is its positive
effect on having an award. We believe that mother's capacity to
negotiate is more important than variation in economic need when
determining receipt of an award, but that these two factors offset each
other when determining amount of the award (although it remains possible
that mother's income has no causal effect on the amount of the award).
Congruent with the finding that women with more education are more

Table 4

Unadjusted and Adjusted Regressions for Log of Monthly
Amount of Child Support Awardeda

Variable

Unadjusted

Adjustedb

Socioeconomic Resources:
Log ofmother's earnings at divorce
Mother has some college education
Mother has college education
Log of father's earnings at divorce

-.005
.134**
.292**
.035**

Characteristics of Legal System:
No lawyer
No-fault divorce state
Controls :
Black
Mother's age at divorce
Number of children
At least one child under 6
Months married

- .057
- .039**
,192
- .016
.004**

Lambda
Constant

R~
a~odelsinclude the variables shown as well as missing value
indicators for mother's earnings at divorce, mother's education,
and father's earnings at divorce.
b~djustedfor selectivity using Heckman's two-stage procedure.

likely to receive a child support award voluntarily, mother's education
increases the amount of award received (the effect holds only for
college-educated women when the adjustment for selectivity is made).
Consistent with our earlier finding that higher-income fathers are more
likely to provide support voluntarily, father's income operates to
increase the amount of support awarded.
The effects of the control variables are mostly in line with
expectations. The number of children, once an adjustment for
selectivity is made, is positively related to the amount of child
support awarded. Thus, while having more children is negatively related
to the likelihood of receiving an award, once an award is made, its
dollar value increases with the number of children. Duration of
marriage is positively related to both the likelihood of being awarded
child support and the amount of award. Age at divorce is negatively
related to the amount of an award. Since age in our sample is almost a
direct function of year at divorce, we believe that this coefficient
reflects the declining real value of child support awards that has been
witnessed over the past decade (Robins 1987).

Being black, having a

child under 6, and characteristics of the legal system do not influence
the amount of child support awarded, net of other factors. The effect
of the correction factor for selectivity (lambda) is also insignificant
(although it is positive, indicating the expected positive correlation
between amount of child support awarded and the likelihood of receiving
an award).

CONCLUSION

Greater socioeconomic resources of parents at the time of divorce
clearly increase both the likelihood that an award of child support is
made and the amount of the award, although in a complex fashion. The
observed effects suggest that capacity to negotiate and motivation of
the father are both at work in determining the likelihood and size of
child support awards. Negotiation strength is most clearly indicated by
the positive impact of mother's income on the likelihood of being
awarded support. Motivation on the part of the father to provide
support is indicated by the positive effect of his income and mother's
education on the likelihood that support is awarded voluntarily.

That

elements of negotiation strength and motivation may be offsetting each
other is evidenced by the lack of effect of father's income on the
likelihood of an award being made and of mother's income on size of the
award.
Although parents must determine child support outcomes within the
context of the existing legal system, we find little evidence that
no-fault divorce laws affect the likelihood of having a child award or
the amount awarded. The only effect of divorcing in a no-fault state is
to increase the probability that absence of an award was by mutual
consent. While we find that being represented by a lawyer increases the
likelihood of being awarded child support, it appears that this effect
results from the decision of others not to seek a formal award.
With some extrapolation, our findings indicate that children from
less privileged homes suffer the most serious economic consequences of
divorce. Children whose parents possess fewer socioeconomic resources

are less likely to benefit from child support. The most vulnerable
children (e.g., children from the least advantaged families) are least
protected economically following divorce, both in terms of having an
award and size of award. And, even if child support had been awarded to
women without an award, the awards would probably have been smaller than
those observed. In results not shown here, we calculate that if child
support awards had been made to women lacking them, these awards would
be 18 percent smaller than observed for women with an award (based on
the less favorable socioeconomic characteristics of women without
awards).

If a correction for sample selectivity is made, the difference

becomes 29 percent.
In the long-term disposition of child support outcomes, the father's
motivation appears more important than the mother's capacity to
negotiate. We make this assertion on the basis of the fact that
mother's income does not affect the probability that child support is
awarded voluntarily and does not affect the size of award.

The

mother's income acts only to increase child support payments by
increasing the likelihood that an award is made (and higher-income
mothers are by definition less economically needy, although our data
indicate that few possess the income to adequately support themselves
and their children).

Father's income and mother's education, on the

other hand, act to increase payment of child support by increasing the
likelihood that an award is voluntary and increasing the size of the
award. Our argument is buttressed by the observed effects of mother's
education and of certain control variables, such as length of marriage.
As family structure continues to change, perhaps with even greater
numbers of children living in homes disrupted by divorce, policymakers

seeking to maximize the welfare of children may wish to consider ways in
which to influence the decision processes underlying the award of child
support (see the discussion in Kahn and Kamerman 1988).

On one hand,

policy initiatives may take the form of inducements that increase the
motivation of noncustodial parents to provide support. On the other
hand, policymakers may fashion means other than child support to provide
economic security to the children of disrupted families (see Garfinkel
and McLanahan 1986).

Whatever happens, it is certain that we will

continue to see evolution in the nature and functions of family life.
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NOTES

ÿÿ he U.S. Bureau of the Census defines a family as a householder
living with one or more persons related to him or her by birth,
marriage, or adoption.
2 ~ e
assume that both parents are alive. In the past it was more
likely that marriage was disrupted by death than by divorce. Programs
such as Aid to Families with Dependent Children were originally
developed to provide for children in families where the breadwinner
died, although these programs have increasingly served children from
disrupted families.
3 ~ attempt
e
to couch our discussion in gender-neutral terms (e.g. ,
custodial vs. noncustodial parents), but this is not always possible
given the regularity with which custody is awarded to women and their
often lower socioeconomic position relative to men.

In addition,

although this paper focuses on single-parent families created by
divorce, we recognize that single parenthood can result from marital
separation, widowhood, or out-of-wedlockchildbearing.
4 ~ is
t also possible that women with higher incomes may not seek
child support in order to reduce the father's power in affecting
decisions regarding the children. However, this effect would likely be
observed only among women with relatively high incomes, of which there
are few in our sample.
5~onsistentwith CPS data, the NLS data reported by men indicate a
lower likelihood of being subject to a child support award than is
indicated by women's reports (75 percent vs. 82 percent).

Men in the

NLS are also more likely than indicated by data from women to report
that they pay child support consistently and that they pay more.
6 ~ o n eof the black women and only 4 percent of the white women
reported that the father obtained custody of the children.
7~heseresults are available on request.
'we

initially distinguished between couples where neither parent

retained a lawyer and cases where only the father had a lawyer, but
found no difference in results.
'~n other analyses, we found no difference between states where
no-fault is the only ground for divorce and states where there is a
mixture of fault and no-fault principles. Other researchers have found
no evidence for state-level effects on the likelihood of being awarded
child support (Weiss and Willis 1988).
lowe note that the father's income at divorce is reported by the
mother and may be subject to more error than reports of her income
(income reported by fathers is about 6 percent higher than reported by
mothers, although almost all of the difference occurs among blacks).
ll~mongthe variables included in the model, mother's education,
mother's income at divorce, and father's income at divorce are subject
to considerable missing information. In order to avoid eliminating a
large proportion of our sample, we coded missing values for these
variables to their respective means and included a set of dummy
variables indicating whether the mean had been substituted for a missing
value. We do not report the coefficients for the missing-values
indicators because they had no consistent pattern of effects across
models that would suggest an important substantive meaning.

'*we n o t e t h a t t h e r e may be some confusion on t h e p a r t of some
respondents because a l l c h i l d support awards, whether agreed t o
v o l u n t a r i l y o r n o t , must be approved by t h e c o u r t .

I t may be t h e c a s e

t h e n t h a t some respondents who v o l u n t a r i l y agreed upon c h i l d support
r e p o r t e d t h a t t h e d e c i s i o n was a r r i v e d a t by c o u r t o r d e r .

I f this is

t h e c a s e , however, our e s t i m a t e s of t h e impact of t h e p r e d i c t o r
v a r i a b l e s should be c o n s e r v a t i v e .

his
sample.

conclusion must be made contingent upon t h e n a t u r e of our
Remember t h a t we have a sample of women w i t h a t l e a s t a h i g h

school degree.

The same r e s u l t s concerning r a c e d i f f e r e n c e s may n o t

apply f o r l e s s educated women.
14we p r e s e n t transformed c o e f f i c i e n t s i n d i c a t i n g t h e e f f e c t of t h e
p r e d i c t o r v a r i a b l e s on t h e p r o b a b i l i t y of each outcome.

However, t h e

r e s u l t i n g v a l u e s must be i n t e r p r e t e d a s being c o n d i t i o n a l on e i t h e r
being awarded o r n o t being awarded c h i l d s u p p o r t , r e s p e c t i v e l y .
15we would expect t h i s s h i f t t o s i g n i f i c a n c e t o occur, s i n c e number
of c h i l d r e n i s n e g a t i v e l y c o r r e l a t e d with t h e l i k e l i h o o d of being
awarded c h i l d support and p o s i t i v e l y c o r r e l a t e d with t h e amount of
support awarded.
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