
National Poverty Center Working Paper Series

#05-17

September, 2005

Child Support and the Economy

Maria Cancian
Institute for Research on Poverty

La Follette School of Public Affairs and School of Social Work
University of Wisconsin–Madison

Daniel R. Meyer
Institute for Research on Poverty

School of Social Work
University of Wisconsin–Madison

This paper is available online at the National Poverty Center Working Paper Series index at:
http://www.npc.umich.edu/publications/working_papers/

Any opinions, findings, conclusions, or recommendations expressed in this material are those of the author(s) and do
not necessarily reflect the view of the National Poverty Center or any sponsoring agency.



Child Support and the Economy

Maria Cancian
Institute for Research on Poverty

La Follette School of Public Affairs and School of Social Work
University of Wisconsin–Madison

Daniel R. Meyer
Institute for Research on Poverty

School of Social Work
University of Wisconsin–Madison

September, 2005

This paper was prepared for the National Poverty Center project, “Working and Poor: How Economic
and Policy Changes Are Affecting Low-Wage Workers.” We would like to thank Rebecca Blank, Sheldon
Danziger, Robert Schoeni, participants at the Working and Poor pre-conference in Ann Arbor, MI, and
Ingrid Rothe for valuable input on earlier drafts. Steven Cook and Hwa-Ok Park collaborated on related
research. Yoonsook Ha, Jeungkun Kim, and Kisun Nam provided excellent research assistance. We thank
Jan Blakeslee for editorial assistance and Dawn Duren for assistance in preparing the manuscript.





Child Support and the Economy

As the proportion of children living with both parents has fallen and as public support for

sole-parent families has been reduced, child support has become a crucial source of income for

single-parent families. In this chapter we describe the logic and outcomes of the child support

system and consider the relationship between economic conditions, child support, and poverty.

We show that child support is an important, if often unreliable, source of income for poor

single-mother families. But mothers with limited earnings potential often have had children with

men who also have limited economic resources. This constrains the potential for child support to

lift families out of poverty—since child support payments may constitute a transfer from one

poor household to another. Moreover, parents who live in separate households lose the

economies of scale associated with shared housing and other resources, and therefore are at an

economic disadvantage relative to two-parent households, regardless of their individual incomes.

Finally, child support policies themselves have been formulated with sometime contradictory

objectives—including supporting families, and offsetting the costs to government of public

supports. This has contributed to a system with complex incentives that may have unintended

consequences for economically vulnerable and otherwise fragile families, many of whom may

have difficulty managing the system to the best advantage of their children.

This volume highlights the interactions between the economy, policy, and outcomes for

the poor. In this chapter we explain why child support payments from nonresident to resident

parents do not vary substantially with the economic cycle and explore the implications of this

invariance for the economic vulnerability of both resident and nonresident parents. Official child

support payments may vary because the child support order (the obligation) changes and/or

because the proportion of the ordered support that is actually paid (i.e., compliance) changes. To

the extent that orders are not responsive to income changes, the nonresident parent’s vulnerability
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to declines in earnings associated with the economic cycle is increased. A fixed child support

obligation is more financially burdensome for nonresident parents who experience earnings

losses and less financially burdensome for those whose earnings increase. In this sense, a fixed

child support obligation functions as a procyclical tax on earnings for nonresident parents. The

corollary is the potentially countercyclical nature of child support payments received by resident

parents. Stable child support orders and payments could provide insurance against cyclical

variations in the resident parent’s earnings.

Below we consider how child support policy affects the relationship between work and

poverty for the families of both resident and nonresident parents. The relationship is complex,

and differences over time and across families have been mediated by a diverse set of policy and

demographic factors. The role of child support for poor resident-mother families will depend on

whether they have a child support order, the amount of support ordered, and, ultimately how

much support is paid and received. For each of these outcomes, we review recent national

estimates, briefly discuss the related policies, review the research on characteristics associated

with the outcome, and discuss the relationship between the outcome and economic conditions.

Second, we turn our attention to the economic impact of child support on payers and recipients.

We review research on the impact of paying support on the economic well-being of nonresident

fathers and the role of child support in the income packages of resident mothers. We close with a

discussion of implications for policy and future research.

Our analysis focuses on separated parents--we do not review the effects of the economy

on union formation, dissolution, or fertility (see London and Fairlie in this volume). We focus on

fathers as nonresident parents and mothers as resident parents, as this is the typical child support

case. Because we do not address the relationship between economic cycles and employment or

income (covered by other papers in this volume), our focus is on how employment and income,



which are affected by economic cycles, are related to child support. There are substantial

limitations in the national data, so we supplement national information with more detailed

information from Wisconsin.

I. THE CURRENT CHILD SUPPORT SYSTEM

A. Existence of Child Support Orders

What policies affect whether mothers have child support orders?

Child support orders are legal obligations that are generally set through the legal system.

Parents enter the child support system through several paths. For a divorce to be final in most

states, parents must go before a judge or a family court commissioner. Decisions are made about

how property will be distributed, where a child will live, how often the other parent will be able

to visit, whether child support (or alimony) is due, and how much is owed. Each state must have

a numerical guideline that determines the level of a child support order. The guidelines almost

always imply that child support should be ordered, even if the amount is minimal, regardless of

the income and employment of the parents.1

When married parents separate, there may or may not be informal agreements on where

children will live and whether the other parent will contribute toward their support. If a resident

parent applies for cash assistance (welfare), a condition of eligibility is cooperation with the child

support office in pursuing formal child support. If no support order exists, the agency will bring

the case to the legal system to establish an order. Even a mother not receiving welfare can receive

assistance from the child support office if she is not satisfied with the informal arrangement.

Mothers who have children outside marriage must cooperate with the child support

system if they apply for cash assistance; they can also request help from the child support office

even if they are not receiving cash assistance. However, a child support order cannot be issued
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without a formal finding of paternity. In the last 15 years there have been substantial changes in

the paternity-establishment process, including efforts to increase voluntary paternity

acknowledgment (especially in hospitals when the birth occurs), payment by the federal

government for genetic testing to determine paternity, and the establishment of paternity “in

default,” if a putative father does not appear at a court hearing.

How likely are mothers to have child support orders?

Figure 1 shows the percentage of resident mothers who were owed child support from

1978 to 2001.2 The middle line shows the overall, largely unchanged rate, but the stagnation that

it reflects masks a substantial change within marital status groups. Among divorced mothers (top

line) 64% to 72% had an order, with slight declines since 1985. In contrast, the proportion of

never-married mothers with orders increased dramatically over this period, from 8% to 45%. The

overall rate changed little despite this increase, because never-married mothers comprised an

increasing proportion of the total, from 20% to 30% of all mothers between 1978 and 2001. The

proportion of poor mothers with orders rose from about 30% to close to 50% over the same

period (not shown). This is consistent with the increase in orders for never-married mothers, who

are disproportionately poor.

What characteristics are associated with having an order?

Marital status is very important as divorced/remarried mothers are substantially more

likely to have orders than never-married mothers. Custody type is also important as many cases

with joint custody have no child support order, and resident fathers are less likely to have an

order (34%) than resident mothers (55%). More educated resident mothers are also more likely to

have orders: only about 40% of mothers without a high school degree have a child support order,

compared to about 60% of college-educated resident mothers.



Multivariate analysis generally confirms these descriptive relationships. Those more

likely to have an order are those who have been divorced (Hanson et al., 1996), are older

(Hanson et al., 1996), white (Argys et al., 2001; Hanson et al., 1996), have more education

(Hanson et al., 1996) and have more children (Argys et al., 2001; Hanson et al., 1996). Mothers’

income is not related to having an order (Argys et al., 2001; Hanson et al., 1996).

There are conflicting findings on the relationship between orders and father’s income.

Hanson et al. (1996) find that mothers are more likely to have an order if the father’s estimated

income is higher, but Argys et al. (2001) and Miller and Garfinkel (1999), find no effect. There

are also conflicting results on the time trend: once other characteristics are controlled, Argys et

al. (2001) find an increasing likelihood that there will be an order for divorce cases; Hanson et al.

(2001) find no clear time trend, similar to Argys’ finding for nonmarital births. Hanson et al.

(1996) show that most of the change in order rates is due to changes in the marital status of the

caseload.

How does the economy affect whether mothers have orders?

Because divorces require court action, they nearly always include child support orders. A

child support order will typically be set even if the nonresident parent is unemployed, often

based on anticipated or imputed income.

Economic conditions affect employment and earnings, which may have some effect on

the likelihood of orders, but the effect is not large. According to the policy guidelines in

Wisconsin and in many other states, whether there is an order (and often the size of the order) is

independent of the employment or earnings of the mother. Thus in general there is little direct

role for the economy to affect whether there is an order among cases coming to court.

If informal separations and nonmarital births come to court, child support will typically

be considered and an order established. If they do not come to court, there may be informal child
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support arrangements. A difficult economic period could be associated with a chain of events that

lead to a child support order. For example, a decline in informal support or a resident parent’s

reduced earnings might lead resident parents to go to the child support agency to try to gain a

formal child support order. An alternative link between economic conditions and child support

orders is through welfare (Temporary Assistance for Needy Families, TANF). If a difficult

economic period leads a mother to apply for TANF, she will be required to cooperate with the

child support agency as a condition of eligibility. The agency will then try to establish a child

support order.

There is little observable relationship in the CPS data between economic conditions and

the existence of child support orders, especially among those who have gone through a court

process. Neither policy nor the research described above suggests that mothers’ and fathers’

earnings have consistent effects on the existence of orders. However, if economic conditions

affect the earnings and income of parents, this could lead to orders through a desire to formalize

financial relationships, more contact with the formal child support system, and/or applications

for public assistance.

B. Amount of Child Support Orders

What policies affect the amount of child support orders?

In 1984, each state was required to develop child support guidelines—numerical formulae

to be used as advice in determining order levels. In 1988, these guidelines were made

presumptive (i.e., were assumed to apply unless evidence to the contrary was forthcoming).

States developed different guidelines, but there are two constants. In each state, the order amount

increases with the nonresident parent’s income and with the number of children.

In nearly all states, the guidelines are based on a principle of “continuity of expenditures”

(Garrison, 1999), which tries to ensure that children receive the same level of resources they



would have had if their parents still lived together. The most common guideline within this

principle, “income shares,” begins by summing the two parents’ incomes. This total is multiplied

by a percentage typically spent on children by parents in this income range. The resulting amount

is then divided between the two parents on the basis of their relative incomes. In these

guidelines, typically the amount ordered is a smaller percentage of income for higher-income

nonresident parents.

In the other common guideline type within this principle, “percentage-of-income,” the

percentage spent on children is thought to be constant across income levels. This simplifies the

formula so that amounts are based only on the number of children and the nonresident parent’s

income. Wisconsin’s guidelines, for example, require 17% of income for one child, 25% for two,

29% for three, etc.

Many states have special rules for upper-income and lower-income nonresident parents.

The rules generally decrease the percentage of income ordered for those with higher incomes.

Those with lower incomes are sometimes required to pay a higher share (because minimum order

levels are a higher proportion of income for very low income fathers) and sometimes to pay a

lower share (as provisions protecting minimum income to cover the father’s own needs may

leave very low income fathers with less to contribute in child support). Many states also have

special rules when children live with both parents a portion of the time, or when nonresident

parents owe support to multiple families.3

The Family Support Act of 1988 required that states regularly examine the orders of

AFDC recipients to see if they should be updated, and required states to review orders, and

update if appropriate, at the request of either parent for those not receiving AFDC. Few

individuals request a review, even those whose orders would have risen substantially, perhaps

because they did not want to upset a delicate balance between the parents (Kost et al., 1996). In
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1996, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act reversed parts of

this policy; states are now only required to notify TANF recipients that they can request a review

every three years. States have experimented with different strategies to keep orders current,

including automatic cost-of-living adjustments and percentage-expressed orders (ordering, for

example, a father to pay “17% of income”).

What is the level of child support orders? What characteristics are associated with the

amount ordered?

In 2001, among mothers due support, the mean annual amount due was $5138; 19% were

due $1–$2000 and 35% were due $5000 or more. Among poor mothers amounts due were

somewhat lower; the mean was $4,057, with 28% due $2000 or less, and 26% due $5000 or

more. There were small decreases in amounts due over the 1980s: looking only at recently-

established orders, Hanson et al. (1996) reported a decline of over $900 in annual support

between 1978 and 1989. This decline is associated with changes in the population of mothers due

support; increasingly it included never-married mothers. The trend changed in the 1990s; average

amounts increased from about $4400 in 1993 to $5138 in 2001 (2001 dollars).

Hanson et al. (1996) found that many of the characteristics of women who were less

likely to have an order were also associated with lower order amounts. Mothers who were never

married, African Americans or Latinas, those with lower educational levels, and those with fewer

children had lower orders. They also found that fathers’ estimated income was an important

predictor of order amounts. Argys et al. (2001) also found that fathers’ income is strongly related

to amounts and that once fathers’ actual income was controlled, few demographic variables were

related to order levels among divorce cases. Hanson et al.’s analysis suggests that the main

explanation for changes in order amounts over time is the lack of orders to keep up with

inflation. Argys et al. (2001) found that, over time, order levels declined among formerly married



women, but not among those who had children outside marriage; for the latter, the presence of

child support guidelines may be associated with higher orders.4

One effect of the guidelines was to increase consistency in order amounts among cases at

a given income level, rather than to change the overall mean amount due (Argys et al., 2001).

Meyer et al. (1996) reported that the percentage of cases in Wisconsin that were consistent with

the guideline doubled in the first year after the guidelines were published and continued to

increase until it was around half of all cases after the guidelines were made presumptive. More

recent analysis, however, shows that the percentage of cases consistent with the guidelines may

have peaked in the early 1990s and either held level or declined since.

Policy has strong effects on the amounts of initial orders. The most important factors

associated with order amounts are the nonresident parent’s income and the number of children

(Argys et al, 2001; Hanson et al., 1996), as would be expected from policy.

Order amounts generally do not change once they are instituted, and, if they change, the

changes are not necessarily consistent with observed earnings changes. No national data exist to

address this question, but there is evidence fromWisconsin. For a sample of fathers who first

owed child support in Wisconsin in 2000, we examined orders and income through 2003 and

found that fewer than one-quarter of orders changed by 5% in either direction. Among fathers

whose formal earnings increased by 25% or more, orders increased for only 15%; perhaps more

surprisingly, orders decreased for 11% of these fathers. Among fathers whose formal earnings

decreased by 25% or more, orders decreased for only 16% and they increased for 8%.

How does the economy affect the level of orders?

The economy primarily affects order levels through the nonresident parent’s employment

and income at the time of the order. But the relationship is not as strong as one might expect, in

part because in most states orders can be based on imputed, rather than actual, income. For
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example, the order assumes full-time, minimum-wage work even if the parent has no known

income. In most states, the resident parent’s employment and income are designed to have

minimal effects on order levels. Thus, changes in the economy may or may not be reflected in

initial orders. Moreover, even when earnings change by a large amount, they do not routinely

result in changes in orders.

C. Child Support Payments

What policies affect child support payments and receipts?

The child support payment system is routine for those with formal employment. When a

child support order is instituted, a payment mechanism is set. If the nonresident parent is

employed at that time, an automatic wage withholding order is supposed to be issued. The

employer sends the amount withheld to a child support central processing office (one in each

state), which then forwards an amount to the resident parent. Employers are required to report the

social security number of all new employees and the child support agency matches the number

against a database containing lists of those who owe child support. If there is a match, the system

issues a new withholding order to the employer.

Nevertheless, some nonresident parents get behind in their payments, especially those not

working in formal employment. Penalties for noncompliance can be severe: drivers’,

recreational, and professional licenses may be rescinded, liens imposed on personal property, tax

refunds intercepted. Ultimately, a defaulter may be jailed.

The amount collected is not necessarily the amount distributed to the resident parent, as

some states charge a processing fee. A large disjuncture between payments and receipts is

common among families receiving TANF. As a condition of TANF eligibility, resident-parents

sign away their rights to child support. Since 1996, states have set their own policies on how

much child support they will “pass-through” to the parent and “disregard” in calculating the level



of TANF benefits . About two-thirds of states now keep all child support paid on behalf of TANF

recipients, using it to offset state expenditures; most of the remaining states pass through the first

$50/month, and then disregard this amount in the calculation of benefits (Roberts and Vinson,

2004). Two states have notable policies. Minnesota passes through all child support to the family,

but then counts it dollar-for-dollar against benefits (a full pass-through without a disregard).

Wisconsin is the most generous: all child support goes to the family, and it is ignored in the

calculation of TANF benefits (a full pass-through and full disregard).

How much child support is paid and received? What characteristics are associated with

payments?

In 2001, 75% of all mothers, and 66% of poor mothers who were due child support

reported receiving some amount. Among all mothers this percentage has been relatively constant

since 1978, but has shown slight increases since 1993. Figure 2 shows the time trend in the

average amount of child support received among mothers receiving some support. The

unemployment rate is also shown, for reference. Amounts received have remained fairly stable.

In 2001 the average amount received among all mothers with orders was about $4400. The

average among poor mothers was about $3200.

Compliance (that is, the percentage of the amount due that is paid) shows a somewhat

different pattern. Between 1978 and 1991, about 50% of mothers reported receiving the full

amount due; the percentage declined sharply in 1993 to 37%,5 and for the last several years has

been about 45%. In contrast, in 2001 only 32% of poor mothers received all the child support

they were due.

Economic theory suggests that payments would be affected by at least three factors: the

nonresident father’s ability to pay support, his willingness to pay support (which may be affected

by the economic need of the resident-parent family), and the policy environment (see, e.g.,
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Bartfeld and Meyer, 1994; Beller and Graham, 1993). There is a clear link between a nonresident

father’s economic status and his payments. For example, national data show that the median

child support payment for fathers with incomes below $20,000 was zero (fewer than half these

fathers made payments), compared to a median payment of $3300 for those with incomes over

$40,000 (Meyer, 1998). Sorensen and Zibman (2001) reported that more than 40% of fathers

with incomes above poverty paid support in 1997, compared to less than 15% of poor fathers.

Studies have also examined whether compliance is related to the “burden” of the child

support order. Orders that are a high percentage of the nonresident parent’s income have been

associated with lower compliance rates (Bartfeld and Meyer, 2003; Meyer 1999). Case et al.

(2003) report that declines in men’s earnings over time are a key explanation for declines in child

support payments.

As the child support system has become more routinized (especially for those in the

formal employment), there is less room for a fathers’ willingness to pay to effect payments (see,

for example, Bartfeld and Meyer, 2003). There is little evidence that the economic circumstances

of the resident parent are related to compliance.

In contrast, there is strong evidence suggesting the enforcement system has important

effects. Sorensen and Hill (2004) found substantial improvements in child support receipts as a

result of child support policies, once other characteristics were controlled. Freeman and

Waldfogel (2001) found receipts to be related to policy reforms; the results were strongest when

there was a combination of policy reforms and expenditures on enforcement. Policies associated

with payments (or compliance) include income withholding (Beller and Graham, 1993; Garfinkel

and Klawitter, 1990; Lin, 2000; Sorensen and Hill, 2004), presumptive guidelines (Sorensen and

Hill, 2004), income tax intercepts (Sorensen and Hill, 2004), in-hospital paternity establishment



(Sorensen and Hill, 2004), new-hire reporting (Cassetty et al., 2002), and a fully automated

system (Cassetty et al., 2002).

In an experimental evaluation, the Wisconsin policy of fully disregarding child support

payments for TANF recipients was associated with increased payments (Meyer and Cancian,

2001). Nonexperimental results also find a positive relationship between payments and the level

of child support disregarded (Meyer and Cancian, 2002a; Sorensen and Hill, 2004). Some

policies have been associated with declines in child support payments: Case et al. (2003) found

that mothers in states and time periods where there was no-fault divorce have lower receipts.

Consider the steps in the child support process. Because marital status is linked to the

likelihood of orders, divorced mothers generally have higher child support than never-married

mothers. Because order levels are generally tied to the nonresident parent’s income, child support

is higher among those connected to higher-earning fathers (mothers with higher levels of

education, or those who are older, for example). Because order levels are connected to the

number of children, child support may be higher among those with more children; however, if

those with more children are less likely to be connected to higher-earning men, these factors

could offset each other. Finally, child support orders vary with state guidelines.

Putting all these factors together, in 2001 the average amount received among all resident

mothers was $1756. Among poor mothers the average was just $965. Amounts were substantially

higher for divorced mothers ($2600) than for never-married mothers ($821), and for non-

Hispanic white mothers ($2322) than for African Americans ($906) or Hispanics ($1307).

Younger women received less ($815 for those aged 18–29, compared to $2409 for those 40 and

over). Educational level is quite important: only $699 was received by those with less than a high

school diploma, compared to $3177 for those with a bachelor’s degree. Finally, those with two
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children do receive more than those with one child ($2479 to $1386), but they also receive more

than those with three or more children ($1752).

How does the economy affect child support payments?

Fathers who are in the formal economy generally pay what they are ordered to pay

because of the automated system (Bartfeld and Meyer, 2003). As a result, the main effect of

economic conditions on compliance should be due to effects on the extent to which nonresident

parents are in formal employment.

II. CHILD SUPPORTAND THE ECONOMICWELL-BEING OF NONRESIDENT

FATHERS

We now turn to some issues regarding the impact of the child support system on resident

and nonresident parents. We first focus on nonresident fathers, looking at how fathers’ economic

status is tied to child support outcomes, and discussing the impacts of the child support system

on fathers’ poverty status. We then consider related issues for resident mothers.

The economic resources of nonresident fathers are difficult to estimate because of data

limitations. Survey reports substantially underreport nonresident fatherhood (Garfinkel et al.,

1998; Sorensen, 1997). Respondents may be unaware they are fathers or may choose not to

report fatherhood. These underreports are likely to be greatest for fathers of children born outside

of marriage (or other stable, long-term relationships), or fathers who do not have regular contact

with their children. Nonresident fathers may have less stable residential patterns or otherwise be

more difficult to survey. And many surveys do not include incarcerated fathers. An alternative

source of survey information comes from proxy reports on fathers by resident mothers, but

mothers have limited information on the economic resources of the nonresident fathers.

An alternative to surveys is to analyze administrative records. State administrative data

systems have improved in quality and scope in recent years. These systems generally provide



accurate and detailed data on fathers paying through the formal system, though they do not

include fathers with informal arrangements or those for whom paternity has not been legally

established.

We review estimates based on both survey and administrative data. We largely rely on

new data on orders and payments for fathers in Wisconsin who were given their first child

support order in 2000.6 For many questions, the sample of fathers with new orders is of more

interest than a sample of the stock of existing cases, which may reflect orders and related

payment patterns set under very different policy regimes. Administrative data, however, include

limited information on father’s characteristics and economic resources.

A. The Economic Status of Nonresident Fathers

Garfinkel, McLanahan, and Hanson (1998) found that mean incomes for all nonresident

fathers were about $33,000-$37,000. Sorensen (1997) reported average personal income of

nonresident fathers to be somewhat lower, at about $34,000, with poverty rates of 15–25%

among this group. Meyer (1998) estimated median personal income of fathers at about $27,500;

a quarter of fathers have incomes below $8,300, and a quarter had incomes above $46,500.

Sorenson and Zibman (2001) found that in 1997 26% of nonresident fathers were poor. The

incomes of fathers of children receiving public assistance are substantially lower, though there is

considerable variation in the economic status of nonresident fathers of children on welfare (see

Cancian and Meyer, 2004).

Using administrative measures for Wisconsin nonresident fathers with new child support

orders in 2000, we measure only formal earnings, not total income. In the year after the order,

24% of fathers had no reported earnings, perhaps because they had earnings in another state or

perhaps because they actually had no reported earnings (including men in prison, men with self-

employment income, and men with informal income). Mean and median earnings were lower
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than national estimates of income, with a mean of about $22,100 and a median of about $16,000

in the first year after the order. There is substantial diversity: in the first year 18% had earnings

between $1 and $10,000, while 19% of fathers had earnings over $40,000.

Note that men with new child support orders are younger than all nonresident fathers ,

and the earnings of young fathers may increase over time.7 Finally, some data suggest that

Wisconsin’s system is particularly effective: more men who have children born outside marriage

may have paternity established and be ordered to pay support than in other states.

B. Fathers’ Economic Status and Child Support Outcomes

In every state the amount of child support a father is ordered to pay will be higher when

his income is higher. In addition, fathers are more likely to pay what is ordered when their

income is higher. As a result, we expect fathers with higher incomes to pay more. Figure 3

shows, for our sample of Wisconsin fathers with new orders, the relationship between

nonresident fathers’ income and the amount of child support owed and paid. We show both the

actual amounts ordered and paid, and our calculation of the amount that should be ordered

according to the Wisconsin standards, given the father’s income and the number of children.

By definition, the expected amount ordered rises with income.8 For fathers in the middle

range, the actual order and expected order are quite similar. Median actual orders are set above

the median expected order for those with the lowest incomes, and below the median expected

order for those with the highest incomes. The amount paid rises with orders. If we exclude the

poorest and richest 20% of fathers, median and expected orders are very close, and median

payments are generally slightly below the amount ordered. For those in the lowest two deciles,

the amount paid is quite close to the expected order (based on earnings and the Wisconsin

guidelines), but well below the actual order. In contrast, for those in the top two deciles actual

orders and payments are close, but both are well below the expected order.



C. Does Paying Child Support Impoverish Fathers?

Several authors have examined whether paying child support is impoverishing fathers and

found that few fall below the poverty line because of their payments (see, e.g., Bartfeld, 2000;

Meyer, 1998; Nichols-Casebolt, 1986; Sorensen, 1997). These studies generally assume that

paying support has no behavioral effect on a father’s sources of income.9 Nonetheless,

contributing fathers with low incomes pay a higher proportion of their income in child support

than do fathers with moderate or high incomes (Meyer, 1998; Sorensen and Oliver, 2002).

If we consider only formal earnings recorded in our Wisconsin administrative data, 42%

of nonresident fathers had earnings below the poverty line in 2001. Of those above poverty, 5%

had incomes below the poverty line after subtracting their child support payments; paying child

support increased the poverty gap for poor fathers paying support by about 30% ($2200).

We found little relationship between changes in child support and changes in poverty

status. For example, 14% of those whose post child support earnings were above the poverty line

in the first year had post-payment earnings below the poverty line in the second year, but in 97%

of the cases, this change in economic status resulted from changes in earnings and not increases

in child support.

In summary, estimates generally suggest that few fathers become impoverished by the

support they pay. But when fathers with lower incomes do pay, they tend to pay a higher

proportion of their earnings or income, so face larger burdens.

III. CHILD SUPPORTAND THE ECONOMICWELL-BEING OF RESIDENT

MOTHERS

Although average child support outcomes have been improving over time, understanding

the contribution of child support to the economic well-being of resident-mother families requires
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consideration of factors beyond the average amount of child support received. We focus here on

several issues. First, we analyze the regularity and dependability of child support income. We

document the extent to which economically vulnerable mothers benefit from child support and

the extent to which child support reduces poverty among single-mother families. 10 For most of

this analysis we use administrative records fromWisconsin.11

Table 1 shows the distribution of child support received in 2001-2003 by resident mothers

with new child support orders in 2000. Most mothers with new orders received some child

support in 2001—only 11% of all mothers, and 14% of pre-child support poor mothers received

none. Median amounts received were about $2800 for all mothers, and $2200 among those who

were pre-child support poor. The remaining columns show substantial stability in the distribution

from year to year, though there is some increase in the proportion receiving no support.

A. Regularity of Child Support Income

The contribution of child support to family economic well-being depends on both the

level and regularity of support. A given level of child support may make a smaller contribution to

well-being if receipt is unpredictable—especially for lower-income families who face credit

constraints.

While Table 1 suggests fairly small changes in the overall distribution of child support

over a three year period, it does not capture year-to-year changes for a given mother. When we

compare amounts received in 2001 and 2002 among families who were pre-child support poor in

2001 we find that only about 30% of mothers experienced little year-to-year change—either

receiving no child support in either year or receiving amounts within $200 of the previous year’s

receipt. Child support declined for about one-third of mothers, with 15% receiving at least $1000

less in child support in 2002 than in 2001. Child support grew for the remaining third, with 17%

of mothers receiving at least $1000 more in the later year. In sum, the overall stability in the



overall distribution of child support amounts over time obscures substantial changes over time at

the individual level.

Using our detailed administrative data we are also able to consider the pattern of child

support receipt on a monthly basis. We consider child support income to be “regular” when child

support payments come at consistent intervals (over time) and are for a stable amount of support.

Figure 4 shows the distribution of number of months in which pre-child support poor families

received child support. The first bar shows the distribution of months of support. Fifty-one

percent of these families received support in at least 10 months of the year; 14% received no

support in 2001; the remaining 35% received irregular support. The characteristics associated

with a higher probability of receiving regular support are quite similar to those associated with

receipt of any support.

The first bar in Figure 5 only reflects whether any child support was received in a given

month. When our measure of regularity also accounts for the amount received, we find lower

levels of regularity. In the second bar we count a family as receiving a regular payment in a given

month only if it received some child support, and if the amount received was within 10% of the

typical payment.12 Using this measure reduces the percentage of families with regular receipts in

at least 10 of 12 months in 2001 from 51% to 20%.

When we consider payments over 36 months, only 7% of pre-child support poor mothers

with orders received no support, and an additional 14% received support in fewer than 10 of the

36 months; 47% received support in at least 30 of the 36 months. But when we require amounts

received to be within 10% of the typical amount, only 10% of families received regular support

in at least 30 of 36 months.

The regularity of support is related positively to the amount received. In 2001, 25% of

pre-child support poor families received more than $4800 in support. Of these, 43% received
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regular amounts in at least 10 months. In contrast, among families receiving some support, but

less than $4800, 15% received regular payments in at least 10 months.

In summary, child support is not a stable source of income for most families; although

86% of pre-child support poor families received some child support in 2001, only one in five

received a regular amount (within 10% of the typical payment) in at least 10 months. The

importance of this instability will depend in part on the proportion of total income accounted for

by child support. In 2001 mean total personal income of pre-child support poor resident mothers

was $9,743; median income was $8,880. (We note that our measure of personal income is based

on administrative data, and includes only mothers’ earnings in employment covered by the

Unemployment Insurance system, TANF cash benefits, Food Stamps, and formal child support,

and excludes, for example, earnings from a new spouse or partner.) Mothers’ own earnings were

the largest component of total personal income, averaging over $4,500 per year. As shown in the

final row of Table 1, child support averaged $3601 per year for these families. For 38% of all

pre-child support poor families, child support accounted for less than 20% of family income. But

for about a third of these families child support contributed more than half of income. Thus, for

many pre-child support poor families, child support is a crucial part of the income package,

suggesting that irregular receipt would have important implications.

B. The Role of Child Support Across the Income Distribution

Do child support outcomes vary by the resident mother’s income? Given positive

assortative mating on labor market characteristics, we might expect mothers with higher earnings

potential to have had children with men with higher earnings (Sweeney and Cancian, 2004;

Mare, 1991; Oppenheimer, 1988). On the other hand, women who receive more child support

may have less need to work. (In principle, in Wisconsin the child support order should not vary

with the mother’s earnings.)13



Sorensen and Zibman (2000) find that although lower-income mothers receive less than

higher-income mothers, the child support received is a more important part of their income

package. Park, Cancian, and Meyer (2005) examine the importance of child support income

across the income distribution.14 They find that mothers with pre-child support incomes below

poverty are less likely to receive support, and receive lower amounts. However, the proportion of

income from child support is higher among mothers whose pre-child support income was below

poverty, averaging 11% of their income, compared to around 7% for near-poor families and less

than 5% for those with incomes more than three times the poverty line. Results for TANF

participants generally show even lower child support outcomes than found for all poor mothers

(see, for example, Acs and Loprest, 2001; Bartfeld, 2003; Meyer and Cancian, 1996, 2002b;

Miller et al., 2004).

Using administrative data from Wisconsin, we found that the proportion of mothers with

a child support order who received some child support does not vary greatly across income

deciles. In 2001, 89% of mothers in the bottom decile and 95% of mothers in the top decile

received support. Figure 5 shows the distribution of child support amounts received by decile of

pre-child-support personal income in 2001, where income is adjusted by the poverty line. The

middle line shows the median amount received—the point at which half of all families in the

decile received more child support and half received less. Median child support amounts declined

slightly over the first four deciles and then increased monotonically with other income from the

fourth decile onward. The U-shaped pattern is more pronounced when we consider the 75th

percentile of child support for each decile—the point at which one quarter of all families in the

decile received more child support and three quarters received less. Amounts declined from about

$6200 in the first decile to about $4000 in the fourth, before rising to over $7800 in the top
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decile. The relatively high levels of support for those in the lowest deciles may reflect women

with higher levels of child support income having less need to work.

Finally, we examine differences in regularity across the distribution of mothers’ pre-child-

support income. We find payments are more regular among higher-income families. Families in

the highest deciles are about twice as likely to receive regular support as those at the median.

Although there is substantial variation in the regularity of support by income level, there is no

apparent relationship between year-to-year changes in child support and changes in non-child-

support income. Between 2001 and 2002, for example, mothers with large increases (over $5000)

or large declines (over $5000) in non-child support income were equally likely to experience a

large decline in child support (over $2,000). A similar pattern of invariance emerges when we

consider mothers with large increases in child support.

C. Poverty

As shown in the first row of Table 2, among mothers with new child support orders in

Wisconsin in 2000, 62% had pre-child-support personal incomes below the poverty line.15About

half of them received child support in at least 10 months in 2001, but only 20% received regular

support in at least 10 months. The final panel of the table shows that 16% of the pre-child-

support poor families had post-child-support incomes above the poverty line. Among those pre-

child-support poor families that did receive regular support (using the 10% rule), nearly a third

have post-child-support incomes above the poverty line in 2001.

Even when child support did not add enough to other personal income to bring it above

the poverty line, the support reduced the poverty gap (not shown in table). The average poverty

gap was $9434 in 2001; child support filled an average of 44% of the gap.

We are also interested in the extent to which changes in child support from year to year

are associated with changes in poverty status. Most families have the same poverty status from



one year to the next. For example, 56% of families were poor in both 2001 and 2002, and 32%

were not poor in either year. About 6% were poor in the first year but not the second, and another

6% were poor in the second but not the first.

How many of families who were not poor in 2001, but were poor in 2002— would have

avoided poverty if their child support payments had remained at their 2001 level in 2002? For

about half (49%) of these families, child support payments declined. Overall, we calculate that

33% of families who were not poor in 2001, but were poor in 2002, would have had incomes

above the poverty line in 2002 if they had received child support in 2002 equal to the 2001

payment. The figures are virtually identical if we consider changes in poverty status between

2002 and 2003 (again, about 6% of all families moved from not poor to poor, and 34% of these

would have avoided poverty had their child support not declined).

IV. IMPLICATIONS FOR RESEARCHAND POLICY

What are the implications of the current child support system for those who are working

and poor? We have documented that child support has become an increasingly important source

of income as an improved child support enforcement system has increased the potential adequacy

and reliability of child support income. However, the system faces a number of challenges with

regards to the growing proportion of never-married families. Recent welfare reform, which

reduced the availability of cash welfare, makes child support outcomes more critical for many

low-income families.

We found that the child support system is not particularly responsive to shorter-term

macroeconomic changes because child support orders are not regularly adjusted for changes in

parents’ economic resources. Although fathers with lower incomes are somewhat less likely to

fully comply with child support orders, an increasingly effective child support enforcement

system has reduced fathers’ ability to avoid paying support if they have earnings in the formal
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labor market. Despite improvements in the enforcement system, many mothers—especially

never-married and poor mothers—do not regularly receive all the support they are due.

These results highlight a number of challenging issues for policy and research. First, not

enough attention has been paid to the responsiveness of child support to changes in parents’

economic resources, whether these changes are associated with macroeconomic conditions or

individual factors. The underlying logic of the system is that child support should maintain a

flow of resources comparable to those available in an intact family. Given this, it could be argued

that as a father’s income varies, so should his obligation. At least in principle, a “percentage-

expressed” child support order, which obliges a father to pay a set percentage of earnings, would

be a sufficient solution, reducing the burden for fathers facing large income declines (and

capturing the benefits of income gains). However, there are substantial administrative challenges

to implementing such a system and this type of order increases the vulnerability of resident-

mother families to instability in fathers’ earnings. Stable child support receipts for mothers

require inflexible obligations for fathers. This tension deserves more explicit attention from both

policymakers and researchers. As we discuss below, a system of child support assurance is one

possible policy response.

A related issue concerns the adequacy of child support for low-income mothers, and the

burdens of child support for low-income fathers. Given the tendency for positive assortative

mating based on education and other characteristics associated with earnings, many mothers with

low incomes (and a greater need for child support) will have children with low-income fathers

(who have less ability to pay support). This conflict is increasingly important given time-limited

welfare and the absence of an entitlement to cash assistance for poor resident mothers.

With guaranteed welfare benefits, mothers and their children could count on a minimum

level of income. Under those conditions some argued that poor fathers who did not have



sufficient resources for their own provision should not be required to pay substantial child

support.16 Now that poor resident mothers’ access to public assistance has been reduced,

expectations for poor fathers might appropriately be revised. These policy changes also draw

attention to a need to extend employment and related services to nonresident fathers (see, for

example, Mincy and Sorenson, 1998; Pate 2002; Sorensen and Zibman, 2001).

In our review of the child support system we focused exclusively on resident mothers and

nonresident fathers. Mothers with sole custody remain the predominant arrangement, especially

for low-income families. However, a growing proportion of children live with their fathers (e.g.,

Cancian and Meyer, 1998; Cancian and Reed, 2001; Garasky and Meyer 1996). Shared physical

placement, in which children spend a substantial portion of time living with each parent, is also

growing, though it is more common among higher-income families (Cancian et al., 2002). These

changes have important implications for both research and policy.

Our discussion has also largely ignored the family complexity that results from multiple-

partner fertility. This area of research is in a formative stage—we are just beginning to document

the extent of complex family arrangements, and to consider their implications for research design

and policy—but especially for low-income families complexity is common. For example, recent

estimates based on TANF-participating families in Wisconsin suggest that about two-thirds of

families are “complex” in the sense that the resident mother has children with multiple fathers,

the nonresident father has children with multiple mothers, or both (Meyer, Cancian and Cook,

2005). Other research also documents substantial levels of complexity (Carlson and Furstenberg,

2003; Mincy, 2002). Child support policy and family law have not yet adequately responded to

this challenge (Brito, 2005).

In light of the issues outlined here, we would argue for a number of policy reforms and

related research efforts. First, the structure of the child support enforcement system should be
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reconsidered, given the high proportion of children living apart from one of their parents, their

vulnerability to poverty, and the declining availability of public assistance. The enforcement

system was originally designed to recover the costs of public welfare from absent parents, thus

child support paid on behalf of families receiving benefits was generally kept by the government.

But there is substantial evidence, both from qualitative research and experimental and

nonexperimental evaluations, that fathers are less likely to pay support if their children do not

benefit, and so the current system reduces the long-term effectiveness of the formal child support

system (Edin, 1995; Meyer and Cancian, 2001, 2002; Pate, 2002; Waller and Plotnick, 2001). We

believe that a full pass-through and disregard of child support for TANF participants, currently

the policy in Wisconsin, should be expanded nationally. At this writing a number of TANF

reauthorization proposals incorporate provisions to move in this direction.

Changes in pass-through and disregard policy are part of the current policy debate. In

contrast, our second proposal, a system of child support assurance, is a longer-term policy goal.

Child support assurance—government-guaranteed child support payments—would respond to

many of the inadequacies of the current system. As a first step, if orders were set as they are now,

but regular child support were paid to mothers by the government independent of whether the

father had made the requisite payments to the government, resident mothers would no longer be

vulnerable to the consequences of uneven compliance. Of course any policy that guaranteed that

children receive support regardless of whether payments were made would decrease the incentive

for fathers to pay. This policy would have to be constructed with careful attention to enforcement

and incentives to pay.

To address the problem of parents who both have low incomes, a minimum level of

assured support should also be considered, so that mothers would receive a guaranteed level of

support even when the income level of their children’s father resulted in an inadequate child



support order amount. There is a long history of child support assurance proposals (See, for

example, Ellwood, 1988 or Garfinkel 1992), but the topic is worth reconsidering in the context of

current income support policy.

The appropriate level of assured benefits is far from clear. Potential points of comparison

include TANF benefits, the poverty line, median child support orders, the amount of child

support that would be ordered for a person with median earnings, and the estimated cost of

raising children (for a discussion of various options, Meyer et al., 1995). A variety of simulation

estimates of different levels of assured benefits have been conducted (see, e.g., Lerman, 1989;

Meyer & Kim, 1998); but these estimates pre-date welfare reform and generally do not

incorporate the possibility that assured benefits could affect the incentives for fathers to pay

support. These estimates also do not take into account issues related to the regularity of support.

Regardless of the level of assurance, the fiscal implications are complex. The increased income

provided by assured child support would affect eligibility for other benefits. But perhaps even

more important, assured child support would change the incentives for resident parents to pursue

child support, and for nonresident parents to pay.

There have been remarkable recent changes in the configurations of families and the

relationships and obligations to children of parents and government. More adults are parenting

children outside of marriage, or ending marriages after children are born. As marriage and

coparenting ties have become less permanent, complex family arrangements associated with

multiple-partner fertility have become more common. At the same time, government has moved

to redefine the nature and extent of its obligation to parents and their children, as is evident in

welfare reform and in tax policy tied to children, including the Earned Income Tax Credit. These

changes raise a host of challenges for the appropriate design of child support policy, at the same

time that they make more urgent the need to meet those challenges
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1Table 1
Distribution of Child Support Received

2001 2002 2003

CS Amount
All
Moms

Poor
Moms

All
Moms

Poor
Moms

All
Moms

Poor
Moms

$0 11.3 13.6 12.5 14.9 12.9 15.2
$1–1,200 19.6 22.5 17.5 20.4 18.1 20.9
$1,201–2,400 14.7 15.8 14.2 14.7 13.5 14.2
$2,401–3,600 13.5 13.5 14.4 14.1 13.9 13.3
$3,601–4,800 10.5 9.4 11.3 10.4 11.2 10.7
Above $4,800 30.3 25.2 30.2 25.5 30.4 25.8
Median $2,794 $2,240 $2,883 $2,398 $2,883 $2,377
Mean $4,063 $3,601 $4,031 $3,610 $3,993 $3,593

Sample: 14,729. Mothers with new child support orders in Wisconsin in 2000.

1Table 2
Poverty Status and Child Support

2001

N %

Total Sample 14,729

Pre-Child-Support Poverty 9,059 61.6

Pre-Child-Support Poor 9,059 100
With any child support 7,828 86.4
With 10 months child support 4,660 51.4
With 10 months child support w/in 10% of typical amount 1,795 19.8

Cases Removed from Poverty
Among all poor mothers 1,462 16.1
Among poor mothers with child support 1,462 18.7
Among poor mothers with 10 months of child support 1,256 27.0
Among poor mothers with 10 months child support w/in 10% of
typical amount 582 32.4

Sample: 14,729. Mothers with new child support orders in Wisconsin in 2000.
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Figure 1
Percentage of Custodial Mothers with Child Support Order
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Figure 3
Median Amount of Expected and Actual Orders, and Payments,

for Fathers, 2001
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Figure 2
Average Amount Received among Mothers Receiving Some Child Support (left

scale) and Unemployment Rate (right scale)
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Figure 4
Months Receiving Child Support among Poor Mothers with Orders
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Figure 5
Amount of Child Support Received, by Income/Needs 2001
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1For information on how states handle orders for low-income nonresident parents, see

U.S. DHHS (2000).

2The data source we use, the Current Population Survey (CPS) - Child Support

Supplement (CSS), has the longest national time trend of child support owed and paid. The CSS

is administered in April of even-numbered years. The data include two measures of child support

orders. One question is whether the mother has a child support order at the time of the survey.

The other asks whether something was due to her in the previous calendar year. In every year

there are women who respond that they have an order but they were not due any money. This

could be because the order covered visitation or the distribution of property, but did not include

an amount of child support. Or it could be because mothers gained orders between January 1 and

the April survey. We use the second measure, because it is only these mothers who we know are

due something. In this section we rely on published figures, which distinguish poor mothers by

their post-child support income.

3For a history of child support guidelines and issues associated with them, see Rothe and

Meyer (2000).

4Robins (1992) found that one factor in the decline of order amounts was the increase in

the relative earnings of women compared to men. However, more recent analyses by Hanson et

al. (1996) do not corroborate this finding.

5Amajor change in the questionnaire in 1993 may be associated with the sharp decline.

6In this sample, we excluded those who owe support to multiple families.

7For example, Sorensen (1997) reports that 25–29% of all nonresident fathers are

younger than 30 and 24–30% are at least 40, compared to 42% and 21%, respectively, for the

new-order sample.

8The increase in expected orders as income rises reflects both the increase in income

(since guidelines suggest orders as a fixed percentage of income) and increases in average family

size. Mean number of children rises from about 1.3 in the lowest deciles to about 1.8 in the



highest deciles. This reflects the tendency for older fathers and divorced fathers to have both

higher incomes and more children.

9In general, child support orders and payments have been found to have few effects on

fathers’ labor supply (Freeman and Waldfogel, 1998; Klawitter, 1994).

10This section is drawn primarily from Cancian and Meyer (2005).

11We exploit a unique set of linked administrative data for the population of mothers with

new child support orders in Wisconsin. These longitudinal data include detailed records of child

support received, allowing us to analyze fluctuations in child support receipts from month to

month as well as from year to year. Our data are derived from linked administrative data on child

support taken from the Wisconsin state child support registry, KIDS. We also include data on

earnings (from Unemployment Insurance records), and public benefits, including TANF cash

welfare benefits and Food Stamps (also from the state’s administrative records). We begin with

all 17,896 resident mothers in Wisconsin who received their first child support order from a

particular partner in 2000. Our base sample includes 14,729 mothers who were owed child

support during every year 2001–2003; much of our analysis includes only the 9059 mothers

whose pre-child support income was below the poverty line in 2001. See Cancian and Meyer

(2005) for further details on the data and analysis.

12In particular, we use detailed data on the history of child support receipt to determine

the most common monthly amounts received by each family. We then calculate the number of

months with receipts close to this typical amount, averaging across adjoining months to smooth

receipt amounts. See Cancian and Meyer (2005) for more details and for a discussion of the

sensitivity of these calculations to alternative definitions of regularity.

13See Cancian and Meyer (1996) for related analysis.

14There are two important differences between the NSAF analyses and the analyses using

Wisconsin data used in this section. First, the Wisconsin data used in this section are for mothers

with new child support orders only (the flow of new orders) while the NSAF analysis includes all



child-support-eligible mothers (the stock of cases, regardless of the existence of an order).

Second, our measure of child support includes formal support taken from the administrative

record, whereas the NSAF data include all economic contributions (both formal and informal)

from a nonresident father, as reported by the resident mother.

15The high poverty rate relative to estimates for all single-mother families reflects in part

the exclusion of child support (as demonstrated by the table) and also that our sample includes

only mothers with new orders. Mothers are particularly vulnerable to poverty in the years

immediately following a divorce or nonmarital birth (Bartfeld, 2000).

16This is particularly the case when child support is retained by the government to offset

welfare costs. Under those conditions, which currently exist in most states, payments from

fathers to mothers receiving welfare did not increase the resources available to the mothers and

their children.


