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Abstract 

The authors examine the determinants of child support compliance in nonmarital child support 

cases in Wisconsin, focusing on the father's ability to pay and the stringency of the child support 

enforcement system. They find that tougher enforcement rules positively affect compliance rates. 

Higher incomes are associated with higher compliance rates, and lower incomes, with lower rates. 

The percentage of income that is owed in child support also has an effect on compliance. Orders 

which represent a high percentage of income relative to existing guidelines are associated with lower 

compliance rates. However, owing a low percentage of income only has an effect on compliance for 

fathers with very low incomes; for these fathers, obligating them to pay low amounts of support 

positively affects compliance. These results suggest that a father's to pay, in addition to his 

willingness to pay, determines the extent to which he fulfills his child support obligation. The authors 

conclude that to increase child support collections, we should increase both the earning power of 

noncustodial parents and the stringency of the enforcement system. 



Are There Really Deadbeat Dads? 
The Relationship between Ability to Pay, Enforcement, 

and Compliance in Nonmarital Child Support Cases 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Poverty among single-mother families has become an area of significant public policy 

concern. The poverty rate of these families is substantially higher than among any other major 

demographic group (U.S Bureau of the Census, 1991b), and single mothers and their children are 

frequent recipients of public assistance. As policymakers grapple with this problem, they are 

increasingly looking towards the private child support system for solutions. 

Increased scrutiny of the child support system has led to growing awareness of a variety of 

problems, including the frequent lack of support orders among single parents and widespread 

noncompliance with issued orders. National data indicate that one-quarter of women who are owed 

child support receive no payments, one-quarter receive partial payments, and only half receive the full 

amount due (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1991a). 

The growing attention to these problems reflects a change in the prevailing view of the 

potential of the child support system to benefit poor women and children. Prior to the late 1970s, 

there was a widespread belief that noncustodial parents were too poor to contribute significant sums to 

the support of their children. However, much of the current discussion about those who are not 

paying support (the "deadbeat dads" of the popular press) reflects the assumption that compliance with 

support orders is primarily a reflection of willingness to pay rather than ability to pay. Indeed, most 

of the policy initiatives targeting noncompliance have focused on enforcement methods (for example, 

withholding child support directly from the income of noncustodial parents and intercepting tax 

refunds of delinquent parents). Little attention has been paid to enhancing the noncustodial parent's 

ability to pay, with the notable exception of the Parents' Fair Share Demonstration, a five-state 
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demonstration program which combines employment and training for noncustodial parents with 

strengthened child support enforcement. 

In this paper, we examine the determinants of child support compliance in nonmarital child 

support cases in Wisconsin, focusing on two types of factors-fathers' ability to pay and the stringency 

of the enforcement system. In Section 11, we review related literature; Section I11 presents data and 

methods; results are presented in Section IV; and in the last section we discuss conclusions and policy 

implications. 

11  PREVIOUS LITERATURE 

Several researchers have looked explicitly at enforcement and ability to pay as determinants of 

compliance with issued awards. Garfinkel and Klawitter (1990), using court record data from 

Wisconsin, estimate that withholding child support from income on a routine basis (referred to as 

immediate income withholding, as compared to income withholding in response to delinquency) 

increases the compliance rate by 11 to 30 percent. The lower estimate is based on defining immediate 

withholding at the county level (i.e., whether or not immediate withholding was required in the 

county at the time the order was issued), while the upper estimate is based on defining immediate 

withholding at the case level. Gordon (1991), in a multistate analysis, also found some evidence 

suggesting that immediate withholding has a positive effect on compliance, although this was not 

statistically significant. 

Researchers have attempted to investigate the relationship between compliance and ability to 

pay, but have been hampered by the inadequacy of most available data. Most research pertaining to 

child support compliance utilizes data consisting of surveys of custodial parents, in which information 

on the current economic well-being of noncustodial parents is obtained second-hand if at all. O'Neill 

(1985). using 1979 and 1980 Current Population Survey (CPS) data, found that the noncustodial 
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parent's ability to pay, as measured by mothers' reports of fathers' income, had a positive effect on 

compliance in divorce cases. Peterson and Nord (1987) used the 1984 Survey of Income and 

Program Participation (SIPP) to look at the determinants of compliance in divorce and paternity cases. 

They found that the award level was positively associated with compliance, and suggested that this 

might proxy for noncustodial-parent income. Sonenstein and Calhoun (1988) used the 1985 Survey of 

Absent Parents to examine compliance in divorce and paternity cases, and found that the noncustodial 

parent's self-reported income level was associated with higher compliance. Peters and Argys (1991) 

found that unemployment among noncustodial parents was associated with substantially lower 

compliance rates among a sample of recently divorced parents in California and Arizona. Finally, 

initial reports from the Parents' Fair Share Demonstration, based on focus groups with noncustodial 

parents, document a strong desire among noncustodial parents to earn more money to meet their child 

support obligations (Furstenberg, Sherwood, and Sullivan, 1992). 

111. DATA, VARIABLES, AND METHODS 

The primary data set used in this analysis is the Wisconsin Court Record Database (WCRD), 

collected and maintained by the Institute for Research on Poverty. This database consists of court 

record and payment history information on a sample of divorce, separation, and paternity cases 

involving at least one child under age eighteen from twenty-one Wisconsin counties. (For detailed 

discussion of the data and sampling procedures, see Brown and Marshall, 1992). Data have been 

collected for cases that entered the courts between July 1980 and June 1988, including payment 

records and all support-related court actions for up to five years. These data include case 

characteristics, details of support orders, and characteristics of both parents. 



An additional data source used in this analysis consists of income information from the 

Wisconsin Department of Revenue @OR). Personal taxable income information is available 

annually, from 1980 through 1989, for parents in the WCRD who filed Wisconsin income tax returns 

in any of those years. Marital status is also available in these data. In any given year, tax data are 

missing for a subset of the parents--those who have moved out of state, those who are avoiding 

paying income taxes, and those with incomes too low to necessitate the filing of a return.' 

In this analysis, we select a subset of cases from the WCRD. Our sample includes paternity 

cases involving one child in which a child support order was in effect for the entire calendar year 

following the year of the first order. We have limited the sample to paternity cases because the 

determinants of compliance may differ between marital and nonmarital cases. Additionally, we 

suspect that ability to pay may be a more important factor in paternity cases, in light of the lower 

incomes among this population. Future work will extend this analysis to divorce cases. We have 

excluded cases in which the father is not the payer, as well as cases in which the amount of support 

owed or paid could not be determined from the dam2 The sample has 1,417 cases, with order dates 

ranging from 1980 to 1988. All dollar amounts have been adjusted to 1988 dollars, using the 

Consumer Price Index. 

Variables 

The focus of this analysis is the relationship between compliance and two types of variables: 

those reflecting ability to pay, and those reflecting child support enforcement efforts. We define 

compliance as the ratio of support paid to support owed, measured in the calendar year following the 

year in which child support was first ordered.' The compliance rate is coded as 1 when payments 

exceed obligations and is thus limited to a range of 0 to 1. 

We use two measures of ability to pay--total income and the percentage of current income 

owed in child support. Researchers have typically operationalized ability to pay simply as total 
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income, with no adjustment for the relative amount of support ordered (O'Neill, 1985; Sonenstein and 

Calhoun, 1988). However, we believe that income alone does not adequately reflect the concept of 

ability to pay. Consider, for instance, a parent with a monthly income of $600 and a $50 monthly 

order; that parent has a greater ability to pay than a parent with the same income and a $300 order. 

Including a measure of the percentage of income owed addresses this issue by capturing the relative 

burden of support orders. 

Our measures of "ability to pay" are not perfect. An important limitation is that they do not 

reflect potential income. That is, some noncustodial parents may voluntarily limit their incomes 

despite having a child support obligation. To the extent that willingness to pay child support 

influences both earnings and compliance, interpreting income solely as a measure of ability to pay is 

inappropriate. Unfortunately, the data do not contain suficient human capital variables with which to 

estimate potential income. 

Both ability to pay measures are coded categorically in this analysis. We use four categories 

for income, corresponding to multiples of the 1988 poverty line for single adults. The categories are 

below $6,155, $6,155 to $12,309, $12,310 to $18,464, and above $18,464. Note that we have 

determined these categories on the basis of the one-person poverty level, and have categorized fathers 

on the basis of personal income rather than family or household income. 

The percentage of income owed is coded in three categories: below 15 percent, 15 to 20 

percent, and above 20 percent. We selected these categories because eight out of the nine states 

which use a fmed percentage of income as their child support standard have a standard which falls 

between 15 percent and 20 percent for one child (Lewin/ICF, 1990). Thus, the categories represent 

low, standard, and high orders relative to current guidelines in almost all states which use a fixed 

percentage standard, including Wisconsin. (The presumptive child support award in Wisconsin for 

one child has been 17 percent of the noncustodial parent's income since July 1987.r Defining 
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"ability to pay" relative to existing guidelines reflects one normative standard, used here to make the 

results more relevant for policy purposes. 

We use two variables to capture the effect of the child support enforcement system--a system 

variable and a case-level variable. The first is simply the year in which compliance is measured 

(e.g., the year after the first child support order). This ranges from 1981 to 1989, a period during 

which the state and federal emphasis on child support enforcement increased dramatically. (For 

instance, in 1981 Congress passed a program to intercept federal tax refunds as a means of collecting 

child support arrears, and the 1984 Child Support Amendments included a number of provisions 

aimed at increasing compliance.) Thus, the year variable may reflect the stringency of the overall 

enforcement system. 

Of course, changes in compliance over this period may also reflect factors such as changing 

caseloads and changes in the economy. In the 1980s, for example, courts heard more and more cases 

in which the father had little apparent ability to pay support; these cases would not have made it into 

the system in the past. To the extent that the caseload has become "worsen over time, the year 

variable may underestimate the true effect of the enforcement system. On the other hand, the 

economy in Wisconsin improved substantially since the early 1980s, so the year variable may 

overestimate the effect of the enforcement system by capturing improvements in the economy. We 

attempt to control for both factors in our analysis. 

The other enforcement variable is the use of immediate income withholding, which refers to 

the withholding of child support obligations from the noncustodial parent's income from the time of 

the initial support order. Note that this is distinct from withholding child support in response to 

delinquency. Immediate withholding was first used in 1984, and has been mandatory since September 

1987. However, recent analysis indicates that it still is not used in all cases (Meyer and Bartfeld, 
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1992a). In this analysis, use of immediate withholding is defined at the case level, that is, whether or 

not a given case has an immediate withholding order. 

Methods 

We use three strategies in our analysis. First, we look at the ability to pay of parents who are 

not in full compliance with their support orders, using the measures described above. Next, we 

present cross-tabulations showing the compliance rates according to variables related to both ability to 

pay and the stringency of the enforcement system. In order to control for the relationship among 

these variables, we also use a multivariate approach. We use maximum likelihood estimation to 

estimate a two-sided tobit model (Maddala, 1983) in which 

and Y = 0 i f Y e s O  
Ye i f 0  < Ye < I 
1 i f Y e 2  1 

where 

Y = the ratio of child support paid to owed; 

Ye = an unobserved variable underlying Y; 

X, = dummy variables for cases in which the "burden" is low (support order is less than 15 
percent of the noncustodial parent's income) or high (support order is greater than 20 percent 
of the noncustodial parent's income); 

X, = dummy variables for cases in which the father is in the first, third, fourth, or missing 
income categories; 

X, = a dummy variable for cases in which the support order is less than 15 percent of the 
father's income and in which his income is in the lowest category (i.e., the interaction 
between one of the dummy variables in X, and one in XJ; 

X4 = a dummy variable for cases with immediate withholding; 

X5 = dummy variables for the year in which compliance is measured; 

C = a vector of control variables. 
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The control variables include a set of dummy variables for counties, the income of the 

custodial parent (obtained from the DOR data, and set at the mean if missing), a dummy variable to 

indicate missing custodial-parent income, a dummy variable for noncustodial parents under age 

twenty-one, a dummy variable to indicate missing age, a dummy variable to indicate cases in which 

the order is explicitly indexed to the payer's income, and a dummy variable to indicate married 

noncustodial parents. We include the county variables because child support orders are established, 

monitored, and enforced at the county level, so that compliance rates may vary substantially among 

counties even after controlling for case-level characteristics. We include the other case-level variables 

because previous research has indicated a potential impact on compliance, and because there may be 

caseload changes over the nine-year period which could confound our interpretation of the year 

variables. We have not included economic indicators such as county unemployment rate, because we 

assume that any effect of economic performance on compliance would operate through an effect on 

income. 

There are limitations to this model which arise from the relationship among the independent 

variables. First, almost all of the cases with high orders are in the two lowest income categories. 

Thus, we do not have adequate data to determine whether high orders have an across-the-board effect 

on compliance rather than an effect limited to the lower income range. Low and standard orders, on 

the other hand, occur at all income levels. A related problem is that virtually all of the highest 

income cases have low orders. Thus, the "high income" variable actually represents an interaction 

between high income and low orders. We are unable to test for a broader high-income effect. 



IV. RESULTS 

Who Are Noncom~liers? 

We begin by examining the noncompliers' ability to pay child support, as measured by 

income and the percentage of income owed in support. Our intent here is simply to describe 

noncompliers as a group, rather than to analyze the determinants of compliance. For this portion of 

the analysis, we have limited the sample to the 715 cases (out of the larger sample of 1,417 cases) in 

which income information for the noncustodial parent is available in the tax data. 

Figure 1 looks at the income breakdown of noncompliers, with nonpayers and partial payers 

shown separately. Most nonpayers--fathers who have child support orders yet pay no support-have 

extremely low incomes. Fifty-two percent are in the lowest income category (i.e., below the single- 

person poverty line), and only 24 percent are in either of the two highest income categories (i.e., 

above twice the single-person poverty line). Partial payers are somewhat better off, with 28 percent 

in the lowest income range. 

There are two important caveats to these results. First, previous research indicates that 

fathers' incomes increase substantially over time in paternity cases (Meyer, 1992; Phillips and 

Garfinkel, 1992). Thus, this description of noncompliers as a very poor group may be more 

illustrative of noncompliers with recent awards than of &l noncompliers. Second, we have excluded 

cases in which DOR income data are not available, and are thus only describing noncompliers filing 

income taxes in Wisconsin. If the missing cases are primarily those with incomes too low to 

necessitate filing, then the true income distribution would be even lower than suggested by our results 

(i.e., we would have systematically excluded fathers with the lowest incomes). If the missing cases 

are primarily those who have moved out of state, the direction and magnitude of the bias would be 

less ap~arent .~ 



Figure 1 
Income of Noncompliers 

Non payers Partia.1 payers 
Corr~pliance category 
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The share of income owed in support (Figure 2) varies substantially among both nonpayers 

and partial payers. Fifty-four percent of nonpayers have orders which are above 20 percent of their 

current income, as do 31 percent of partial payers. These orders are considered high by most current 

support guidelines. On the other hand, 40 percent of nonpayers and 57 percent of partial payers have 

orders which are below 15 percent of their current income, an amount which is less than that dictated 

by current standards. 

Determinants of Com~liance 

Table 1 presents data on compliance rates in the sample as a whole as well as in various 

subgroups. The first column indicates the mean compliance rate; the second through fourth columns 

indicate the percentage of cases in each of three compliance categories: zero compliance, partial 

compliance, and full compliance (defined as paying at least 95 percent of the obligation). In the total 

sample the mean compliance rate is -48, with 29 percent of fathers paying nothing, 45 percent paying 

in part, and 27 percent paying in full. The bivariate results in Table 1 suggest that compliance varies 

according to variables reflecting both the father's ability to pay and the stringency of the child support 

enforcement system. 

Mean compliance ranges from .31 for those in the lowest income category to .83 for those in 

the highest category. Over this same range, the share who are full payers increases from 9 percent to 

60 percent, while the share who are nonpayers falls from 33 percent to 8 percent. Despite the 

increased compliance at higher income levels, note that a substantial percentage of fathers with the 

highest incomes are still not in full compliance. 

The relative burden of support orders, as measured by the percentage of income owed, also 

appears important. Mean compliance rates are .33 for those owing above 20 percent of income, .62 

for those owing 15 to 20 percent, and .73 for those owing below 15 percent. Full payers increase 

from 11 percent to 46 percent over this range, while nonpayers fall from 31 percent to 9 percent. 



Figure 2 
Percentage of lnc Owed by Noncompliers 

Nonpayers Partial payers 
Compliance category 






























