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parent. Efforts to hold noncustodial parents 
responsible for their children encounter issues 
related to the relative importance of encourag-
ing financial support and encouraging noncus-
todial parents’ active engagement in their chil-
dren’s lives. The response to these challenges 
has varied over time, and in some cases, for 
divorced and never-married families, and for 
families who do or do not receive means-tested 
public benefits.

Recognition is widespread that single-parent 
families with children are economically vulner-
able but less so on the policies and programs 
to address these vulnerabilities (see, for exam-
ple, Maldonado and Nieuwenhuis 2015). Poli-
cies addressing custodial parent families (those 
who have children who are living with only one 
of their parents) confront the fundamental 
challenge of balancing the role of public ben-
efits and private support from the noncustodial 
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1. Although social policy discussions often presume that single parents are entitled to programs that they would 
not receive if they were to marry, we find little evidence of programs that are available only to (or provide extra 
benefits to) those who are single parents, per se, outside of the child support system. Single parents are entitled 
to (or eligible for) some programs because they are parents who have low incomes, but in most cases are not 
differentially eligible based on single-parenthood in and of itself. In fact, single parents who marry someone 
without income would be eligible for more of some benefits because their family size is larger. The federal income 
tax system does have a special filing status for those who are head of household (that is, single parents). How-

Current policy includes general programs 
for low-income families and specific ones for 
custodial parent families. It prioritizes private 
support over public, economic support over 
other engagement, and generally makes no dis-
tinction in the financial responsibilities of non-
custodial parents who have had different types 
of relationships with the other parent. Policy 
goals for custodial parent families include en-
couraging private support from both low-
income and other noncustodial parents by try-
ing to set an appropriate amount of economic 
support to be transferred, monitoring whether 
it is transferred, and then enforcing the trans-
fer through a variety of threats and penalties. 
Public and private support schemes function 
as substitutes, rather than complements, so 
that when private support is paid on behalf of 
a single-parent family receiving public support, 
all or a part of those resources are typically re-
tained by the government or public support is 
reduced, making custodial parent families no 
better off if private support is or is not paid 
(Cancian, Meyer, and Caspar 2008; Skinner et 
al. 2017).

In this article we highlight central policy 
challenges in meeting the needs of children in 
single-parent families and consider the role of 
the current U.S. child support system in re-
sponding to those challenges. We argue that 
the traditional approach to child support, 
though functional for many middle-income 
families facing divorce, fails to address key 
challenges for lower-income families facing di-
vorce and for individuals who, regardless of in-
come, did not have a stable romantic relation-
ship. Unrealistic child support expectations can 
harm noncustodial parents, create additional 
barriers for noncustodial parents to be involved 
with their children, and may even yield less 
support to vulnerable families than an alterna-
tive scheme (for example, Waller and Plotnick 
2001). The traditional child support system also 

fails these families because it does not address 
the risk children face when their noncustodial 
parents do not pay support, despite nonpay-
ment, partial payment, and irregular payment 
being common. By enforcing financial support 
while ignoring never-married noncustodial par-
ents’ access to their children, the current sys-
tem is particularly flawed and unsustainable 
for the growing number of children of lower-
income never-married parents.

The traditional child support enforcement 
strategy is premised on an often inaccurate 
view of noncustodial fathers’ economic re-
sources and employment stability and of par-
ents’ relationships. We highlight the costs of 
ignoring the disjuncture between ideals and 
current reality, and some of the key challenges 
that must be confronted in developing an ap-
propriate policy response. In the next sections, 
we describe and then evaluate the current sys-
tem. We then recommend a set of changes to 
private and public child supports that aim to 
address the identified challenges.

The Logic and Functioning of the 
Current System
A number of programs and policies, many cov-
ered in other papers in this volume, address 
the resources available to poor individuals, and 
especially families with children. Custodial par-
ent families are disproportionately poor and 
therefore disproportionately affected by these 
general poverty policies. However, our focus 
here is on policies designed to address the chal-
lenges of families with children in which par-
ents live apart. Although many policies are 
means-tested and account for the resources 
provided and required by members of these 
separated-parent households, policy governing 
child custody and child support are the pri-
mary policies specifically addressing the addi-
tional challenges arising when parents live 
apart.1 In particular, we argue that a child sup-
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port guarantee is needed, even given a general 
children’s allowance, as proposed elsewhere in 
this volume, which reduce the poverty rate for 
those in married-couple families more signifi-
cantly than for those in single-parent families 
(Wimer, Collyer, and Kimberlin 2018). Children 
who live apart from a parent are at substantially 
greater risk given economic and other vulner-
abilities that emerge when parents live apart. 
In addition, custodial parents, who typically 
must serve as both breadwinners and caretak-
ers, face economic and other challenges be-
yond those faced by “intact” (two-parent) fam-
ilies.

Child support policy comes into play when 
parents with children divorce. Divorce is a legal 
process within the judicial system and each 
state has its own rules (or guidelines). In gen-
eral, a divorce where children are present in-
volves formalized decisions on who will make 
important decisions for the child (legal cus-
tody), with whom the child will live (physical 
custody), whether there will be financial trans-
fers and at what level (child support), and how 
joint assets will be divided. Legal and physical 
custody are typically set based on the best in-
terests of the child, though many states have 
stated preferences for both parents sharing re-
sponsibility and children spending substantial 
amounts of time with each parent, unless these 
arrangements are not feasible or determined 
to be not in the child’s best interests (Cancian 
et al. 2014). If a child is to live with one parent 
most of the time, the other parent may have 
specified visitation privileges, even including 
a detailed parenting plan specifying which par-
ent has responsibility at each time and how the 
transitions between parents are handled.

Child support obligations are set based on 
each state’s guideline. Nearly all states have a 
guideline in which the central principle is con-
tinuity of expenditures, the idea that noncusto-
dial parents should provide the level of support 
that they would have had the parents lived to-
gether (Garrison 1999). When a child support 
order is in place and the noncustodial parent 

is employed, policy requires that the employer 
automatically withhold the amount of support 
due and transfer it to a central processing 
agency that then records the amount paid and 
distributes it (Pirog and Ziol-Guest 2006). In 
addition to these services, which should be 
available to all parents, custodial parents can 
request the services of the child support agency 
in their state. This agency can help parents lo-
cate the other parent, establish an order for 
child support, actively monitor whether the or-
der is being paid, and take enforcement actions 
if it is not, through such steps as taking away 
a driver’s license, intercepting a tax return, or 
even bringing civil or criminal charges that may 
result in imprisonment. The child support 
agency can take aggressive steps to enforce 
child support orders, but no comparable en-
forcement of parenting time is practicable; a 
parent who does not follow the agreed plan can 
eventually be brought to court, but no public 
agency monitors this and enforcement of a par-
enting plan is quite difficult.

Divorce law and procedures are not available 
to unmarried parents regardless of whether 
they were living together. The same child sup-
port policy does apply, but an extra step is re-
quired before child support can be ordered: 
paternity needs to be formally established or 
voluntarily acknowledged. If paternity is for-
mally established in a court proceeding, or if a 
child support order is established in a court 
proceeding, then an opportunity to formally 
establish custody and visitation, and to set the 
rights and responsibilities of each parent, is 
possible. But in some states, child support or-
ders need not be established by a court, and 
can instead be done within the child support 
agency; if so, then an opportunity to formalize 
custody and visitation is not possible because 
these are not part of the child support agency’s 
purview. The federal Office of Child Support 
Enforcement recently acknowledged that 
“there is currently no systematic, efficient 
mechanism for families to establish parenting 
time agreements for children whose parents 

ever, the amount of tax assessed for those filing head of household is the same or more than those who are 
married filing jointly, and those married have more exemptions and higher standard deductions, all else equal. 
One exception relates to work requirements, which may be greater for married couples—for example, in the case 
of TANF.
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2. The “Flexibility, Efficiency, and Modernization in Child Support (CMS-2343-P) Enforcement Programs” Rule 
(CMS-2343-P) clarifies policies designed to ensure that orders are consistent with a noncustodial parent’s abil-
ity to pay.

3. Another difference is that middle-class families are more likely to opt for shared physical custody, and this 
custody arrangement typically requires fewer financial transfers (lower child support orders, if any). Because 

were not married at the time of their birth” 
(2013, 1).

This lack of a systematic opportunity for un-
married parents to define roles and set rights 
and responsibilities is a key way that unmarried 
parents are disadvantaged relative to divorcing 
parents. This disadvantage is even greater for 
lower-income unmarried couples, who are par-
ticularly likely to be served by the child support 
agency. The overrepresentation of low-income 
families in child support enforcement efforts 
occurs because the agency serves those having 
difficulty with child support issues who apply 
for services (who are more likely to have low 
incomes) and because lower-income custodial 
parents are required to cooperate with the 
agency as a condition of receiving some public 
benefits and even to sign over their right to 
child support to the state during periods when 
they receive Temporary Assistance to Needy 
Family (TANF) benefits. These same low-
income families are also less likely to have the 
resources to pursue separate legal hearings re-
lated to parenting time. The one-sided focus of 
the child support system thereby leaves low-
income families facing potentially punitive en-
forcement of orders for financial support, with-
out effective access to agreements for parenting 
time.

Lower-income families and individuals are 
more likely to encounter challenges in the child 
support system both because of their income 
and employment status, and because they are 
more likely to have children outside of mar-
riage. One key difference is that lower-income 
noncustodial parents are often ordered to pay 
a higher proportion of their income in child 
support than middle-income noncustodial par-
ents (for example, Meyer 1998). In part this re-
gressivity is intentional: the guidelines used in 
most states are called income shares and require 
a smaller percentage of income as the couples’ 
income increases, consistent with the lower 
proportion of total income typically spent on 
children as family income rises. But this is also 

the result of other factors: when there is no in-
come information available for a noncustodial 
parent (or they have very low incomes), some 
states have set orders based on imputed in-
come—though this practice is restricted by re-
cently finalized federal regulations.2 Imputed 
income often reflects expectations that the 
noncustodial parent can work full time all year, 
which many do not, resulting in orders that are 
a high percentage of actual income. Finally, 
lower-income fathers are less likely to be in sta-
ble marriages and more likely to have had chil-
dren with multiple partners, so their resources 
are being stretched across multiple families 
(Cancian and Meyer 2011; Sinkewicz and Gar-
finkel 2009). In these ways the child support 
enforcement system may exacerbate, rather 
than manage, the inevitable tension between 
setting orders high enough to provide enough 
income for children, and low enough to impose 
a manageable burden on noncustodial parents. 
This tension is inevitable because noncustodial 
parents with very low incomes do not have suf-
ficient resources to support their children, even 
less so if they live apart. On the one hand, even 
setting orders at a relatively high proportion of 
income, or assuming income based on full-
time low-wage work, may fall short of providing 
enough resources to meet half of children’s 
needs. On the other hand, some states have 
tried a variety of efforts to lower the burden on 
lower-income noncustodial parents, including 
allowing the noncustodial parent a certain 
amount of income for their own purposes be-
fore child support is assessed (a self-support 
reserve) or having a lower percentage require-
ment for lower-income noncustodial parents. 
But this comes at the cost of support to the 
parent caring for the child. And, although or-
ders are often insufficient, and a minority of 
low-income custodial parents receive all the 
support due, an entitlement to alternative sup-
port is no longer in place.3

Based on this review of the child support 
system, what are its explicit and implicit goals 
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and what should they be? The federal legisla-
tion governing child support services (Title 
IV-D of the Social Security Act) states a multi-
faceted purpose:

[E]nforcing the support obligations owed by 
noncustodial parents to their children and 
the spouse (or former spouse) with whom 
such children are living, locating noncusto-
dial parents, establishing paternity, obtain-
ing child and spousal support, and assuring 
that assistance in obtaining support will be 
available under this part to all children. (SSA 
2000)

But these are more on the order of activities 
than goals. What is the problem that policy for 
single-parent families, and the child support 
program in particular, is trying to solve? There 
are a number of potential answers, and a re-
search literature and legal and regulatory doc-
uments that seek to clarify the current state of 
affairs. Here we clarify a set of priorities that 
we then use to evaluate policy options.

We argue that the primary goal of the child 
support system is to increase the financial re-
sources available to children living with a single 
parent. This goal is mostly consistent with an 
anti-poverty strategy, given that children living 
with single parents are more likely to be eco-
nomically vulnerable, but this is also consistent 
with a recognition of the rights of the child.

The secondary goal is to hold parents re-
sponsible for the financial support of their chil-
dren. There are at least two motivations for this 
goal, which justify different policy preferences. 
First, private support from parents is often pre-
ferred to public support because holding non-
custodial parents responsible reduces the bur-
den on taxpayers, and maintains the U.S. policy 
preference for private support of children 
(Meyer 2012). Many U.S. benefits to families 
with children are means-tested, and therefore 
available only to families who are judged un-
able to meet the need themselves. In qualifying 
for means-tested benefits the incomes of both 

parents are considered for two-parent families. 
Requiring noncustodial parents to pay child 
support, and considering child support re-
ceived as an income source for custodial par-
ents, may be seen as equivalent treatment for 
single-parent families.

A second motivation for requiring financial 
support from noncustodial parents is that it 
reduces the economic incentive to stop living 
with children that would exist if noncustodial 
parents were free of the obligation to support 
their children. If the couple made a shared de-
cision to raise children together, but later 
change their minds, holding noncustodial par-
ents financially responsible reduces the nega-
tive consequences for children, custodial par-
ents, and taxpayers. In other words, it retains 
the right of adults to end their relationship with 
one another, but requires that they accept re-
sponsibility to support children to adulthood. 
It renders separation (what was called abandon-
ment in an earlier era) an ineffective strategy 
for escaping the financial responsibilities of 
parenting. On the other hand, it makes it more 
attractive for a parent who would prefer to care 
for their child, but not live with the child’s 
other parent.

Both these arguments—providing for con-
tinuity of contributions after relationship dis-
solution, and avoiding a financial incentive to 
become a noncustodial parent—are more dif-
ficult to apply to couples or sexual partners who 
do not have an affirmative interest in becoming 
parents, and noncustodial parents who have 
never lived with their child.4 With respect to 
continuity of contributions, child support can-
not restore what never existed; assessing con-
tributions based on hypothetical living situa-
tions requires confronting a number of 
challenges. (For example, if a father has chil-
dren with multiple partners, do we imagine 
him living and sharing resources with each 
child, neglecting the others, or living with all 
the children simultaneously, or sequentially?) 
In addition, avoiding financial incentives to dis-
solve a prior commitment is arguably quite dif-

the difference in support due is intended to reflect differences in expenses associated with physical custody, the 
implications for resources available to each parents are not clear.

4. We also note that these arguments, and our proposal, do not address the case of children with a deceased 
(rather than nonresident) parent.
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5. We use gendered language and assume that children born to parents without a significant relationship will 
remain with the birth mother. Father custody has increased, but remains unusual for children born to never-
married parents (Grall 2016). An additional complication arises outside a stable relationship when mothers have 
a legal option to terminate a pregnancy, and fathers cannot be expected to have had an influence on the decision. 
We address this issue in the final section.

ferent from creating incentives to form a part-
nership that was not otherwise intended. 
Holding noncustodial parents financially re-
sponsible increases the incentive for men to 
avoid a pregnancy or birth; without a child sup-
port requirement, a father with limited connec-
tions to the mother would otherwise potentially 
face few consequences. By the same logic, child 
support mitigates the financial burden of un-
intended motherhood, though given the sig-
nificant consequences of a birth for custodial 
mothers the incentive effects of financial sup-
port might be expected to be relatively small.5

Providing institutional support to regularize 
never-married noncustodial parents’ contact 
with their children is a potential policy goal; it 
is less directly connected to our focus on eco-
nomic resources, but it is not unrelated. In re-
cent years there has been a growing focus on 
the potential importance of father involve-
ment, and concern about how fathers’ involve-
ment with other aspects of their children’s lives 
is related to financial support (for example, Ga-
rasky et al. 2010). With respect to noncustodial 
parents’ involvement, the formal child support 
system may increase noncustodial parents’ 
nonfinancial support and involvement with 
their children when noncustodial parents com-
ply (Garasky et al. 2010; Huang 2009; Koball and 
Principe 2002; Nepomnyaschy 2007; Peters et 
al. 2004). But, for noncustodial parents who do 
not pay, or whose payments do not benefit their 
children because they are used to offset public 
welfare costs, child support may be a barrier to 
involvement (Edin 1995; Gunter 2016; Nepom-
nyaschy and Garfinkel 2010; Waller and Plot-
nick 2001). Further, clarifying the rights and 
responsibilities of noncustodial fathers, for ex-
ample, with respect to parenting time, is an 
important challenge largely unmet by the cur-
rent system for never-married parents. As the 
dominance of marital childbearing declines, 
and the traditional pattern of caregiving 
mother and breadwinning father become less 
prevalent, the future relevance and success of 

the child support program may depend on ad-
dressing this challenge. Although we do not 
include support in navigating nonmarital par-
ents’ relationships as a primary goal of the cur-
rent child support system, we come back to this 
issue in our recommendations.

A number of other goals have been articu-
lated for the child support system. These in-
clude recovering public expenditures made in 
other systems (such as Medicaid), improving 
the equality of outcomes between custodial and 
noncustodial parents, and discouraging non-
marital births. These may be worthy goals, at 
least in some instances, but we do not prioritize 
these goals in evaluating alternative approaches 
to child support. We do not believe recovering 
public expenditures is an appropriate goal for 
the child support system. A set of policies fo-
cused on cost recovery has been found to be 
ineffective and is regressive, transferring re-
sources from economically vulnerable noncus-
todial parents to taxpayers (Cancian, Meyer, 
and Caspar 2008); meanwhile, those most vul-
nerable—children in low-income custodial par-
ent families—receive the least. Moreover, for 
the potential goals of equality of outcomes and 
discouraging nonmarital births, the implica-
tions are not straightforward. For example, 
with respect to improving equality between 
custodial and noncustodial parents, this is con-
sistent with the other goals of child support 
when the noncustodial parent is relatively bet-
ter off, because requiring support from the 
noncustodial parent is equalizing, but also in-
creases resources for the child and enforces 
parental responsibility. However, these goals 
are at odds when noncustodial parents are rel-
atively disadvantaged (Ha, Cancian, and Meyer 
2016). Finally, enforcing child support shifts the 
burden of nonmarital births somewhat from 
custodial to noncustodial parents, rather than 
simply discouraging nonmarital births. In sum, 
we argue that designing policies that provide 
adequate resources to children and appropri-
ately encourage parental responsibility across 
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a range of situations is a challenge that requires 
and deserves a focused response.

Evaluating the Current System
How well does the current system meet the 
twin goals of supporting children and enforc-
ing parental responsibility? The answer is 
mixed, and substantially different for families 
eligible for child support due to divorce or non-
marital birth. Recent federal estimates suggest 
that more than one in four children under the 
age of twenty-one in the United States lived 
with one parent but not the other (Grall 2016). 
In most (more than 80 percent) cases, census 
data suggest that the child or children lived 
with their mother, but not their father, and that 
pattern has remained fairly stable over time. 
Other analyses, using more detailed data for 
select samples, such as court cases in Wiscon-
sin, suggest that shared custody is becoming 
more common in divorce cases, only about half 
of cases living with only their mother (Cancian 
et al. 2014). However, shared custody is less 
common for low-income divorcing families, 
and, especially, for never-married couples (Can-
cian et al. 2012). Thus, although most children 
in single-parent families live only with their 
mother, differences by class and union status 
are substantial, children of lower-income and 
never-married parents being less likely to share 
time with each parent.

Children living with single parents are much 
more likely to be poor, and tend to have worse 
long-term social and economic outcomes, than 
children raised by married parents do (see, for 
example, Amato 2005; McLanahan and Sand-
efur 1994). In 2015, 11 percent of children living 
with both their married parents, relative to 43 
percent of children living with just their 
mother, were in poor families (U.S. Census Bu-
reau 2015). To the extent that these discrepan-
cies are related to the reduced economic re-
sources available from a single parent, requir-
ing financial support from the noncustodial 
parent may seem an obvious solution.

About half of the thirteen million custodial 
parents have a formal child support order—53 
percent of all custodial mothers but only 31 per-
cent of custodial fathers (Grall 2016). The pro-
portion of custodial parents with orders in-
creased through 2003, but has declined since 

then (Grall 2016). The change could be due to 
declines in the number of TANF families who 
are required to cooperate with child support, 
the economic prospects of noncustodial par-
ents, or increases in shared custody (Meyer, 
Cancian, and Chen 2015; Schroeder 2016). Or-
ders are more common among white Non-
Hispanic (56 percent) than Hispanic (44 per-
cent) or African American (37 percent) parents, 
among college graduates (54 percent) than 
those with only a high school degree (46 per-
cent) or less (38 percent), and among divorced 
(58 percent) than among never-married (42 per-
cent) parents. For unmarried parents, paternity 
establishment is a prerequisite for a child sup-
port order. Many parents voluntarily establish 
paternity, often immediately following birth. 
However, establishing paternity creates legal 
and financial obligations for the father but ex-
tends relatively few rights; as discussed, child 
support agencies are tasked with enforcing the 
same financial expectations for divorced and 
never-married parents, but only divorcing par-
ents typically have formal custody and visita-
tion agreements. Moreover, for low-income 
families receiving means-tested assistance, for-
mal child support payments may be used to 
reimburse government costs rather than to di-
rectly benefit children—undercutting the in-
centive for parents to engage with the system.

Even for those who have orders, payment is 
not ensured. Fewer than half of all custodial 
parents who were supposed to receive support 
received all the child support due, and a quar-
ter received nothing in a given year (Grall 2016). 
Moreover, although national data do not pro-
vide detailed accounting on the timing of pay-
ments, an analysis of administrative records in 
Wisconsin showed that only about half of those 
who received some child support in a year re-
ceived it regularly, that is, in at least ten months 
(Ha, Cancian, and Meyer 2011). This irregularity 
is another important limitation of the current 
system, and can cause uncertainty and stress 
and make it difficult for custodial parents to 
plan for the future. Nonetheless, national esti-
mates suggest that average orders are substan-
tial for those who have them ($6,772 in 2013 
dollars for divorced parents, and $4,486 for 
never-married parents), as are average amounts 
received for those supposed to receive support, 
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especially divorced parents ($5,209, twice the 
$2,538 average for never-married parents) (Grall 
2016).

This brief review of the most current data 
and related research suggests that in many 
cases the current child support system can be 
judged a success in meeting our two primary 
goals, because it transfers significant support 
from some noncustodial parents to their chil-
dren, thereby supporting children and enforc-
ing parental responsibility. The system works 
best for families in which the noncustodial par-
ent has stable formal employment—which 
gives the noncustodial parent the means to pay, 
and generally results in automatic wage with-
holding of the child support due. However, cus-
todial parents whose children are most in need 
of assistance are less likely to be owed support, 
and when they are, they are disproportionately 
more likely to be owed support from noncus-
todial parents who also have limited resources 
(Sinkewicz and Garfinkel 2009). As a result, they 
are less likely to receive support and to receive 
less when they do receive it; for example, even 
when custodial parents below poverty received 
support, they received on average about $1,000 
less than nonpoor custodial parents. Only one-
quarter of custodial parents below poverty re-
ceived any child support and only 13 percent 
received all the child support due to them in 
2013 (Grall 2016). Further, although the data are 
limited, it appears likely that low-income cus-
todial parents are also least likely to receive 
regular child support because the noncustodial 
parents owing this support are more likely to 
have irregular employment. Thus, with disad-
vantages at every point in the process, the im-
perfect system falls far short of what is required 
for those who need it most.

The first overall problem with the current 
child support system, then, is straightforward: 
far too few children receive child support, re-
ceive substantial amounts, or receive this regu-
larly. What are some of the reasons that child 
support provides so little support, on average, 
to low-income custodial parents? First, under- 
or unemployment means many noncustodial 
fathers of low-income children do not have 
enough income to provide substantial or con-
sistent support. To the extent that these fathers 
would have provided relatively little support 

even if they lived with their children, this is less 
a problem specific to the child support system 
than a limitation of general support for low-
income families. (Other papers in this volume 
address related policy options—including a 
child allowance and employment programs.) 
Still, a policy regime that relies on the support 
of noncustodial parents will often fail if these 
parents do not have the resources to provide 
support. Second, mass incarceration leaves 
many noncustodial parents of economically 
vulnerable children unable to pay support 
while incarcerated, and with reduced earnings 
potential after they are released (Chung 2012; 
Geller, Garfinkel, and Western 2011). Moreover, 
child support enforcement is a contributing 
factor to high levels of incarceration: some-
times we incarcerate those who are behind in 
their child support payments, and unmanage-
able child support obligations can discourage 
formal employment (Cancian, Heinrich, and 
Chung 2013). Another contributing factor is the 
instability of marital and nonmarital relation-
ships. A substantial proportion of noncustodial 
parents have had children with more than one 
partner, a more common phenomenon among 
those with the fewest resources (for example, 
Carlson and Furstenberg 2006; Cancian, Meyer, 
and Cook 2011).

We highlight the problems created by 
multiple-partner fertility here because they are 
common, cause payment difficulties, and chal-
lenge basic notions of fairness. Some research 
suggests that more than half of children who 
were their mother’s first child born outside of 
marriage will have a half-sibling by their tenth 
birthday (Cancian, Meyer, and Cook 2011). Fail-
ing to account for noncustodial fathers’ poten-
tial obligations to multiple families creates sig-
nificant overestimates of how much child 
support could be collected (Sinkewicz and Gar-
finkel 2009). Moreover, multiple-partner fertil-
ity is most prevalent among lower-income cou-
ples, making it even more difficult for 
noncustodial parents to provide support across 
more than one custodial parent family. Finally, 
multiple-partner fertility creates classic trade
off problems for child support policy in that 
basic notions of fairness cannot all be simul-
taneously met (Meyer, Cancian, and Cook 2005; 
Meyer, Skinner, and Davidson 2011). In sum-
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6. Although child support generally counts as income in other means-tested programs, child support payments 
are not consistently subtracted from the income of noncustodial parents. 

7. For example, the percent of premaritally conceived children born to married parents fell from more than half 
in the 1960s to just over a quarter in the late 1980s (DHHS 1995), and has continued to fall, even among those 
cohabiting at the time of conception. Daniel Lichter, Sharon Sassler, and Richard Turner, using data from the 
2006–2010 National Survey of Family Growth, estimate that for couples in which the mother is at least twenty-
five years old, 16 percent of those cohabiting, and 5 percent of those noncohabiting at the time of conception, 
marry before a birth (2014).

mary, a policy scheme that relies on private 
support cannot meet our first goal of providing 
financial support to children when a noncus-
todial parent’s few resources are spread across 
multiple families.

Moreover, some of the cause of no, low, or 
irregular child support receipts is social policy 
itself. We noted that the policy scheme in the 
United States makes public benefits for low-
income custodial parents and child support 
from noncustodial parents function as substi-
tutes. The TANF program requires recipients 
to sign away their right to child support pay-
ments during their period of recipiency, and 
many states retain all child support paid on 
behalf of children receiving benefits and use 
these receipts to offset public expenditures 
rather than sending them to the children. As a 
result, children receiving TANF do not benefit 
from a noncustodial parent’s payment. But this 
problem also occurs for non-TANF families 
(and TANF families in states that do pass 
through a portion of the child support) because 
child support counts as income in some means-
tested programs (food stamps, housing vouch-
ers).6 Thus, even if child support goes to the 
custodial parent family, their other benefits 
may then be reduced, making child support 
function as a cost recovery mechanism rather 
than supporting children, our first goal.

Child support policy is limited in encourag-
ing parental responsibility, especially for never-
married families. The U.S. child support scheme 
tends to focus exclusively on private financial 
transfers, in which any benefit to one parent is 
taken from the other. Current policy also has a 
large divide between child support payments 
and other aspects of parenting for never-married 
parents, even though these other aspects could 
generate more parental agreement. We noted 
that the child support system includes no natu-
ral place in which unmarried parents decide 

custody and visitation, let alone to gain skills in 
co-parenting. In most jurisdictions, if parents 
are able to come to some agreement, few if any 
institutional supports and few ways to enforce 
them are available for maintaining the agree-
ment, for both unmarried and divorcing par-
ents. Thus, many noncustodial parents feel that 
the child support system does not support their 
concerns, does not help them with developing 
a relationship with their children, and sees 
them only as a financial resource (Waller and 
Plotnick 2001). This may undercut noncustodial 
parents’ willingness to provide financially.

In our assessment, current child support 
policy is often ineffective because it is based 
on unrealistic assumptions. The enforcement 
system was designed to enforce notions of pa-
ternal financial responsibility that, even if 
somewhat idealized, were grounded in broadly 
held views of appropriate family structure (for 
example, parents should marry), and gender 
roles (for example, fathers, more than mothers, 
should work for pay). Increasing nonmarital 
births, declines in postconception marriage 
(and in marriage in general), and union insta-
bility, signal a disjuncture between these views 
and contemporary realities.7 More than 40 per-
cent of all children are now born to unmarried 
parents. Imposing paternal responsibility 
based on biology alone is now more contested. 
Moreover, although mothers (who remain the 
more likely custodial parent) still work and 
earn less than fathers, the gap has declined, 
and reversed for some subgroups, making fa-
thers’ expected contributions more contested 
(Cancian, Meyer, and Han 2011). Finally, chang-
ing patterns of contraception and abortion that 
give women more control over fertility, also 
make biological fathers’ rights and responsi-
bilities more contested.

As a result, the current child support sys-
tem, which still prioritizes biological responsi-
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8. A guaranteed child support amount is not a new idea. We owe much to the work of Irwin Garfinkel, who has 
written extensively about how it might work (see especially Garfinkel 1992; Garfinkel et al. 1992). Note that an 
assured benefit would now be even easier to implement than when it was proposed by Garfinkel, because nearly 
all child support payments go through a central registry. The mechanism for collecting child support and dis-
tributing it (or the guarantee, if the amount collected is less than the guarantee) is basically in place.

bility, assumes that a noncustodial parent had 
a relationship with a child before separation 
(and thus should continue to support that child 
financially), was designed for simple families 
with one noncustodial parent and one custo-
dial parent who have had children with no one 
else, and assumes that fathers have advantages 
in the labor market, will increasingly confront 
challenges to its effectiveness. At the same 
time, changes in the structure of the U.S. safety 
net, especially the lack of entitlement to cash 
assistance and program rules that require that 
custodial parents provide for their children fi-
nancially as well as providing caregiving, makes 
it essential that children with only one parent’s 
financial support have additional resources. To 
effectively address these challenges, we need 
to reorient child support policy for low-income 
single-parent families.

A New Approach to Supporting 
Children and Encour aging 
Parental Responsibilit y
Even while maintaining a focus on providing 
economic support and encouraging parental 
responsibility, we argue for transforming the 
child support program and broadening its mis-
sion beyond the assessment, collection, and 
enforcement of financial transfers from non-
custodial parents to custodial parent families. 
The more comprehensive child support pro-
gram would provide guaranteed payments to 
custodial parents, essentially extending a com-
bination of grants (that is, with no expectation 
of repayment) and loans (with repayment re-
quired) to noncustodial parents who are unable 
to meet their obligations. Although we focus 
on the agency’s role in financial support (the 
core of the agency’s mission), we also argue for 
a complementary set of agency activities sup-
porting stronger family relationships.

Financial Support
At the core, our model of family support would 
achieve the two central goals of the current 

child support program—supporting children 
and encouraging parental responsibility—by 
balancing private responsibility and support, 
with public responsibility for both enforcement 
and support of parents’ ability to meet their 
responsibilities. The essential elements of our 
proposal are a minimum monthly support 
amount per child, a maximum child support 
obligation for noncustodial parents, and a pub-
lic guarantee to bridge the gap when the mini-
mum support for children exceeds what the 
noncustodial parent can reasonably pay. We 
include a specific proposal, to illustrate and 
support estimates of costs and impact. In par-
ticular, we propose a guaranteed minimum 
child support of $150 per month per child, and 
a child support order standard of 12.5 percent 
of noncustodial parent income per child. Each 
noncustodial parent’s total current contribu-
tions are capped at 33 percent of income. In 
our basic proposal, we also assume that child 
support income up to the amount of the guar-
antee (whether this comes from the noncusto-
dial parent or the government) would not count 
in determining eligibility and benefits for 
means-tested programs; we also assume that 
noncustodial parents would accrue debt when 
they failed to pay the current support due, or 
when the 33 percent maximum cap reduced 
their current payments below 12.5 percent per 
child. We next detail the proposal and outline 
a set of potential variations, each of which have 
implications for the costs and benefits of the 
new system.

The minimum guarantee of $150 per month 
per child ensures a reliable income source for 
all children living apart from a parent, regard-
less of the noncustodial parent’s income or pay-
ment status. We propose that the government 
guarantee support up to the minimum benefit, 
so that every child would receive the minimum 
benefit every month.8 This minimum benefit 
would be available to all children covered by a 
child support order, whether they were receiv-
ing other benefits or not. Because it provides a 
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9. A flat percentage of income has the advantage of simplicity. Current policy in many states calls for a lower 
percentage for high-income cases (reflecting continuity of expenditures). For lower-income noncustodial par-
ents, policies in many states suggest a lower percentage (to reduce burden). This concern remains relevant, 
though less urgent given the 33 percent cap. Other policies call for a higher percentage for lower-income parents 
in order to reach a minimum level of support, but that concern is mitigated by the minimum guarantee.

10. The implications of family size for child support owed by noncustodial parents and due to custodial parents 
is complicated. Following the continuity-of-expenditures logic, child support guidelines for simple families—in 
which the mother and father have children together, and with no other partners—generally call for higher orders 
for larger families, with smaller increments for each additional child. For example, the Wisconsin guidelines call 
for 17 percent of the noncustodial parent’s income for one child, 25 percent for two children (that is, 8 percent 
more than for one), and 29 percent for three (4 percent more than for two). However, whereas a father paying 
support for two children born to the same mother would owe 25 percent of his income, a father paying support 
owed to two children born to different mothers would owe 17 percent to the first born, and 17 percent of his re-
maining income (14 percent of total income) to the second, for a total of 31 percent. Similarly, a mother owed 
support for two children would be due 25 percent of the father’s income if both children had the same father, 
and 17 percent of each father’s income (net of any prior child support owed by those fathers) if there were two 
fathers. 

reliable income stream, it would decrease the 
insecurity and stress currently associated with 
irregular child support payments. Although 
$150 per child is modest relative to continuity 
of expenditures for middle-income families, it 
is higher than that standard would provide in 
very low-income cases.

The per child minimum, the 12.5 percent per 
child order, and disregarding the minimum 
amount of child support in means-tested ben-
efits all reflect a child’s rights, which are not 
diminished when there are siblings nor when 
the custodial parent has a low income and is 
therefore receiving means-tested benefits. For 
noncustodial parents with very low incomes, 
the minimum benefit of $150 would be higher 
than their expected contribution of 12.5 per-
cent, and the government would provide the 
difference.9 If the noncustodial parent failed to 
pay their expected contribution the govern-
ment would pay up to the minimum benefit 
and hold noncustodial parents responsible. By 
failing to account for economies of scale, a per 
child approach requires less of a contribution 
from noncustodial parents with only one child, 
and relatively more from noncustodial parents 
with multiple children with the same partner, 
relative to a continuity-of-expenditures ap-
proach.10 While it does not account for differ-
ences in family size, it reduces inequities and 
complications that arise with complex families 
(Meyer, Cancian, and Cook 2005), which are es-
timated to be a majority of families of low-

income never-married parents (Cancian, Meyer, 
and Cook 2011).

The maximum per noncustodial parent con-
tribution of 33 percent would avoid clearly un-
manageable child support burdens. At the val-
ues we propose—12.5 percent contribution per 
child, and 33 percent maximum total contribu-
tion—the expected contribution for noncusto-
dial parents with more than two children would 
exceed the 33 percent maximum. This gap 
would be paid by the government up to the $150 
per child minimum benefit level. In our base 
proposal, amounts above the maximum non-
custodial parent contribution rate would be 
considered arrears to be paid (with minimal 
interest) after the children reach majority and 
the order for current support ends.

Figures 1 and 5 illustrate the implications of 
our base proposal for noncustodial parents 
with one child who pay all current support due 
(1) or who pay nothing (5). For each level of 
noncustodial parent income, the figure shows 
support owed by the noncustodial parent and 
received by the custodial parent. In the case of 
custodial parent receipt, we differentiate be-
tween support provided from the noncustodial 
parent, from a government subsidy (public sup-
port provided when 12.5 percent of the noncus-
todial parent’s income is less than the $150 per 
month minimum), or from a government loan 
to the noncustodial parent (public support ad-
vanced by the government, but to be repaid). 
For example, on figure 1, for one child, the non-
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11. We have not specified the distribution of support across multiple families, when support is owed to more 
than one custodial parent. As we discuss elsewhere, the appropriate distribution is complex (Meyer, Cancian, 
and Cook 2005; Cancian and Meyer 2011). However, the minimum monthly guarantee per child substantially 
improves the outcomes and options for the most complex cases. 

custodial parent owes 12.5 percent of income, 
and the government guarantees up to $150 per 
month. Thus, the custodial parent receives $150 
a month, from a combination of public subsidy 
and noncustodial parent payments, when the 
noncustodial parent income is below $1200 per 
month. When noncustodial income is higher, 
the custodial parent receives more than the 
minimum, all from the noncustodial parent 
(and there is a government guarantee, but no 
government payment). In contrast, as shown 
in figure 5, if the noncustodial parent fails to 
pay child support, the custodial parent will re-
ceive the $150 per month minimum at all in-
come levels. For cases with a low-income non-
custodial parent, the payment will include a 
subsidy and an advance (a loan from the gov-
ernment to the noncustodial parent), and no 
additional support will be owed to the custodial 
parent. For cases with higher-income noncus-
todial parents, the $150 minimum will all be an 
advance, and additional support will remain 
due from the noncustodial parent to the cus-
todial parent.

The remaining figures (2 through 4 and 6 
through 8) show the outcomes for noncustodial 
parents with additional children. For noncus-
todial parents with three or more children we 
distinguish total support owed, and current sup-
port owed—since noncustodial parents with 
more than two children will have some amount 
deferred, given the 33 percent maximum cur-
rent support level. For example, for four chil-
dren (figure 4) the noncustodial parent will owe 
a total of 50 percent of income (12.5 percent for 
each of four children), but current support will 
be capped at 33 percent. Thus, a custodial par-
ent will receive $150 per month per child, or a 
total (across all children) of 33 percent of in-
come, whichever is greater.11 Noncustodial par-
ents will pay 33 percent of income, and will owe 
the remaining 17 percent of income when cur-
rent child support is no longer due, to the gov-
ernment (for the amount due toward the $150 
minimum) or to the custodial parent (for the 

amount due over the $150 minimum). In the 
case of noncustodial parents who are not pay-
ing support (6), the custodial parent will receive 
$150 per month per child, and the noncustodial 
parent will owe 33 percent of income immedi-
ately, and the additional 17 percent of income 
when current support is no longer due.

Some of the potential costs and benefits of 
the minimum guarantee are included else-
where in this double issue (see Wimer, Collyer, 
and Kimberlin 2018). Those estimates show a 
modest reduction in the overall poverty rate 
(1.3 percent), and a larger effect among those 
who receive it, decreasing their poverty rate by 
5.2 percentage points (or by 22.7 percent), for 
an estimated cost of $8.2 billion.

These estimates, the best available in the 
current context, are limited in several ways. 
First, they are based on only one of our propos-
als, the guarantee; they do not consider the pro-
posals for changing the child support formula 
and for setting a maximum amount of support 
required. These other parts of our proposal 
might be consequential. For example, a cap on 
the percentage of income required from non-
custodial parents would lower the amount that 
some noncustodial parents pay, which would 
then increase their disposable incomes and 
lower their poverty according to the Supple-
mental Poverty Measure. The $150 minimum 
monthly support per child would exceed the 
support received by many low-income families, 
but those currently receiving both more than 
$150 per month and more than 12.5 percent, 
per child, would receive less support under this 
proposal, decreasing their disposable incomes. 
More generally, our proposal to switch to a fixed 
proportion of income per child would have im-
plications for the disposable incomes of custo-
dial and noncustodial parents. These effects 
could not be estimated with available data.

Second, the estimates do not incorporate 
any second-round effects (behavioral changes) 
induced by a minimum child support guaran-
tee (or by the other changes we propose); sim-

(Text continues on p. 107.)
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Figure 2. Two Children, Full Payment

Source: Authors’ representation of proposal.

0

200

400

600

800

1,000

1,200

D
ol

la
rs

1,400

$1,600

Noncustodial Parent Income

Current owed > guarantee

Public subsidy

Non-subsidy

NCP owes

CP receives

Public guarantee

$0
3,000

2,750
2,500

2,250
2,000

1,750
1,500

1,250
1,000

750
500

250

Figure 1. One Child, Full Payment

Source: Authors’ representation of proposal.

0

200

400

600

800

1,000

1,200

D
ol

la
rs

1,400

$1,600

Current owed > guarantee

Public subsidy

Non-subsidyPublic guarantee

NCP owes

CP receives

$0
3,000

2,750
2,500

2,250
2,000

1,750
1,500

1,250
1,000

750
500

250

Noncustodial Parent Income



10 4 	 a n t i - p o v e r t y  p o l i c y  i n i t i a t i v e s  f o r  t h e  u n i t e d  s t a t e s

r s f :  t h e  r u s s e l l  s a g e  f o u n d a t i o n  j o u r n a l  o f  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n c e s

Figure 3. Three Children, Full Payment

Source: Authors’ representation of proposal.
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Figure 4. Four Children, Full Payment

Source: Authors’ representation of proposal.
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Figure 5. One Child, No Payment

Source: Authors’ representation of proposal.
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Figure 6. Two Children, No Payment

Source: Authors’ representation of proposal.
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Figure 7. Three Children, No Payment

Source: Authors’ representation of proposal.
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Source: Authors’ representation of proposal.
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12. For example, the current proposal calls for arrears to accumulate if the noncustodial parent’s expected con-
tribution of 12.5 percent of income is greater than the cap. The estimates do not consider eventual payments on 
these arrears.

13. The conclusion about limited effects of allowing labor supply responses come from their estimates of a 
guarantee of $1,500 per year (in 1988 dollars) for a one-child family; this is equivalent to $3,043 in 2016 dollars 
using the CPI-U (relative to the guarantee we propose here of $1,800 per year). Daniel Meyer and Rebecca Kim 
did not use a per-child model, so their benefit for a three-child family of $2,500 translates into $5,072 in 2106 
dollars, similar to the $5,400 proposed here. 

14. The estimates from Sorensen and Clark are for a guarantee of $2,491 for one child, $4,152 for two (both 2016 
dollars), no reduction in AFDC benefits, and only families with child support orders being eligible. The estimates 
from Meyer and Kim are for a guarantee of $3,043 for one child and $4,058 for two (both 2016 dollars), a dollar-
for-dollar reduction in AFDC benefits, and only families with child support orders being eligible. Meyer and Kim 
do show components of costs and savings, and the difference that including labor supply makes. In their model 
costs include the direct cost of the guarantee, and small increases in EITC benefits and other tax decreases; sav-
ings come from AFDC and food stamps. The labor supply module adds about $500 million to costs (2016 dollars). 

15. A guarantee of $150 per child per month yields an annual minimum of $1,800 per year. In 1991 the National 
Commission on Children recommended a minimum annual benefit of $1,500 for one child; others proposed a 
guarantee of $3,000 (Sorensen and Clark 1994)—equivalent to about $2,650 to $5,300 today.

ilarly, they do not consider changes that may 
take longer to emerge.12 At the end of this sec-
tion, we discuss what we view as the major con-
cerns: changes in the incentives to have an or-
der and to make payments. More minor 
limitations include not counting changes in 
TANF or SNAP, and the lack of a labor supply 
effect. For example, some custodial parents 
may be receiving TANF because of the regular-
ity of income it provides; they might find the 
package of a guaranteed benefit and earnings 
better than continued TANF receipt. Some 
dated research has examined the sensitivity of 
cost estimates to incorporation of labor supply 
effects of a guarantee (Meyer and Kim 1998); 
this research shows that typical estimates of a 
labor supply response do not change overall 
cost and benefit estimates much because some 
welfare recipients are predicted to work more 
and some nonrecipients to work less.13 The 
guarantee may also affect fertility, family dis-
solution, or custody, but none of these effects 
have been estimated.

It is difficult to compare these results with 
previous estimates, in part because the param-
eters differ and in part because the child sup-
port system, labor market, and policy regime 
has changed substantially from the 1980s to 
which previous estimates refer. Elaine Sorensen 
and Sandra Clark estimate a 1.2 percent poverty 
reduction among all children, at a cost of about 
$4.3 billion in 2016 dollars (1994). Daniel Meyer 

and Rebecca Kim, using a different model, dif-
ferent data, and a higher guarantee, estimate 
a decline in poverty among custodial parent 
families of 2.1 percent and net costs of $6.6 bil-
lion, also in 2016 dollars (1998).14 These esti-
mates are generally comparable to previous es-
timates: there would be a small reduction in 
poverty overall, a larger one among custodial 
parents, and particularly among those custo-
dial parent families that were receiving the ben-
efit. The current cost estimates are broadly con-
sistent with the previous work, though they 
suggest somewhat higher costs because some 
savings are not considered and because the per 
child guarantee is more expensive than a guar-
antee that has marginal declines with the num-
ber of children.

We have outlined one approach to balancing 
private responsibility and public support with 
a guaranteed per child minimum support 
amount, a per child percent of noncustodial 
parent income due, and a maximum current 
per noncustodial parent contribution. The ba-
sic framework can be modified along a number 
of dimensions, altering the costs and benefits:

The minimum assured support could be set 
higher or lower than $150 per month per child. 
Our proposed guarantee of $150 per child 
per month is modest relative to some prior 
proposals.15 A lower minimum would be 
less expensive for taxpayers, but would re-
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16. If the noncustodial parent paid less than $50 per month, the child would receive less than the minimum of 
$150, if the noncustodial parent paid between $50 and $150 per month the child would receive $150, and if the 
noncustodial parent owed and paid more than $150 per month the child would receive the higher amount. 

duce support to children of the lowest in-
come noncustodial parents, for which the 
minimum benefit exceeds the percentage-
of-income contribution expected from the 
noncustodial parent. A higher minimum 
benefit would increase costs but provide 
more to children of low-income noncusto-
dial parents, and be a larger reliable income 
source for all children living apart from one 
of their parents.

The percentage of noncustodial parent income 
could be set higher or lower than 12.5 percent 
per child. A lower amount would yield or-
ders below current guidelines in most cases 
with one or two children, but orders more 
consistent with current guidelines for larger 
families. A higher percentage standard 
would not affect current support due from 
noncustodial parents with more than two 
children, unless the maximum contribution 
were increased.

The maximum noncustodial parent contribu-
tion could be set higher or lower than 33 per-
cent of noncustodial parent income, for all 
noncustodial parents, or for those noncusto-
dial parents with higher incomes. In our base 
scheme, where support above the maxi-
mum contribution is to be paid by the non-
custodial parent at a later date, and where 
support up to the $150 per child minimum 
is assured, a change in the maximum con-
tribution would not affect the support re-
ceived by children with low-income noncus-
todial parents, but would delay a greater 
share of the payments and allow the non-
custodial parent additional income for cur-
rent expenses. For higher-income noncus-
todial parents, a lower maximum would 
delay payments to the children. An alterna-
tive would be to provide for a noncustodial 
parent self-support reserve in calculating 
maximum current contributions.

Part of the minimum support payment could 
be contingent on the noncustodial parent’s con-
tribution. For example, given a minimum of 

$150 per month per child, guaranteed sup-
port could be reduced to $100 per month, 
with the remaining $50 per month per child 
provided only if the noncustodial parent 
paid at least $50 per month.16 This would re-
duce the amount of reliable support for fam-
ilies of noncustodial parents who did not 
pay, but would increase the incentive for 
noncustodial parents to pay; children would 
receive more income if noncustodial par-
ents paid support than if they did not pay—
not otherwise the case for low-income non-
custodial parents with orders below the $150 
minimum.

Child support income up to the per child min-
imum could be considered in determining eli-
gibility and benefits for means-tested pro-
grams. Although this is not consistent with 
child support being the right of the child 
and would result in a lowered value of the 
child support for single-parent families, 
who are arguably more vulnerable than 
two-parent families with comparable needs-
adjusted incomes, it would be less expen-
sive for taxpayers. Moreover, ignoring the 
benefit in these other programs generates 
inequities between families with parents 
living together and those living apart. We 
suggest minimizing the disregard to the per 
child minimum (proposed to be $150 per 
month) because the horizontal inequity 
generated by the disregard would be more 
problematic at higher levels.

The guarantee could be provided to all chil-
dren living with a single parent, even without 
a child support order. This would be more 
consistent with guaranteed support as the 
right of the child, and also recognizes the 
vulnerability of many children who do not 
have a child support order on their behalf 
(and may not have legal paternity estab-
lished). However, this would undercut the 
incentive for low-income families to estab-
lish an order, and would significantly raise 
costs. A more modest expansion would re-
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quire a child support order to qualify for the 
guarantee, except when there is good cause 
(for example, due to domestic violence) for 
not pursuing an order.

In addition to concerns regarding public 
costs, guaranteed minimum child support 
raises important concerns regarding the incen-
tive for noncustodial parents to pay child sup-
port and to work. Because children would re-
ceive the minimum $150 per month per child 
support regardless of the noncustodial parents’ 
payments, a child support guarantee would re-
duce the incentive for noncustodial parents to 
pay support. Some evidence indicates that non-
custodial parents are more likely to pay sup-
port, or to pay more, when their children ben-
efit (Cancian, Meyer, and Caspar 2008), but the 
estimated effects are relatively small and, we 
would argue, not enough to justify risking the 
minimum economic well-being of children. 
Moreover, although noncustodial parents work-
ing outside the formal economy may largely 
avoid child support enforcement efforts, their 
counterparts in the formal economy are subject 
to automatic withholding, largely making child 
support payments nondiscretionary (Bartfeld 
and Meyer 2003). To the extent that noncusto-
dial parents are working so that they can sup-
port their children, a guaranteed payment 
means they have less incentive to work. How-
ever, previous analyses suggest that this poten-
tial effect is likely to be small (Freeman and 
Waldfogel 1998). Moreover, the minimum guar-
antee, available only to children with a child 
support order, would create a substantial posi-
tive incentive for custodial parents (and many 
noncustodial parents) to cooperate in estab-
lishing an order, which may reverse the decline 
in custodial parents participating in the child 
support system (Schroeder 2016).

Broader Supports for Parents
A new approach to assessing and ensuring fi-
nancial support is at the core of our proposal. 
But policies enforcing noncustodial parents’ 
financial responsibilities to their children will 
be most productive in a context that also sup-
ports parental responsibility more broadly, 
rather than focusing only on financial trans-

fers. Addressing an array of issues for sepa-
rating parents could improve co-parenting 
relationships, noncustodial parent-child rela-
tionships, and would rebalance the system 
from its overemphasis on finances. Although 
not directly focused on financial resources, 
improving these relationships might be ex-
pected to also lead to additional financial sup-
port. Moreover, putting these services in an 
agency that serves not only separating parents 
but also parents who are together would en-
courage a focus on child well-being and help-
ing all parents. This model is similar to mod-
els being implemented in Australia (Moloney 
et al. 2013) and the United Kingdom (Skinner 
2012).

Although married, cohabiting, and separat-
ing parents confront many related issues, effec-
tive policy must acknowledge and provide an 
institutional context for managing differences 
in biological parents’ relationships with each 
other and with their children. Many children 
are born to parents who are not in a sustained 
or stable relationship, to parents who may not 
have intended to conceive a child, and even in 
circumstances in which the father may have 
had no part in the mother’s decisions with re-
spect to the pregnancy. Difficult policy chal-
lenges arise in a context where biological and 
social or emotional ties are inconsistent. Cur-
rent policy largely ignores the inconsistency 
and imposes equivalent financial responsibili-
ties on all noncustodial parents, but does not 
offer clear guidance or institutional support for 
managing noncustodial parents’ rights or re-
sponsibilities with respect, for example, to time 
with their children. One step in resolving this 
tension would be to expand institutional sup-
ports for unmarried parents to resolve issues 
related to their relationship with each other 
and their children. Many unmarried mothers 
express an interest in their child’s father’s play-
ing a role. The lack of formal institutional sup-
ports, including access to mediation and 
agency and court agreements related to visita-
tion, may contribute to the challenges unmar-
ried parents face in establishing and maintain-
ing positive relationships. When both parents 
want to share responsibilities for their child, 
child support services should include efforts 
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to establish both orders for financial support 
and parenting plans.17

When parents disagree about their roles and 
responsibilities, the appropriate policy re-
sponse is considerably less clear. At present, 
pregnant women have a legal right to terminate 
a pregnancy, or, if they carry a child to term, to 
initiate termination of parental rights so that 
the child may be adopted. Unmarried mothers 
who do not rely on public benefits are largely 
free to decide whether to identify the biologi-
cal father, establish paternity, and pursue a 
child support order. In contrast, low-income 
mothers are routinely required to cooperate 
with the child support agency as a condition 
of receiving Medicaid (including for child-
birth), or other means-tested benefits. Once 
paternity is established, fathers are subject to 
the same child support responsibilities, regard-
less of their relationship with the mother, or 
their intentions or interests with respect to the 
birth. The current approach to child support, 
holding biological fathers responsible irrespec-
tive of their relationship to the mother or child, 
was once consistent with widely held attitudes 
and behaviors. But, as we have argued, declines 
in postconception marriage, increases in non-
marital childbearing, as well as increases in 
women’s socioeconomic independence have 
undercut much of the logic for this approach. 
The contested nature of parental rights and re-
sponsibilities highlights the importance of in-
stitutional support for resolving issues related 
to parents’ relationships with each other and 
their children.

Summary
The United States has a variety of programs for 
low-income families with children, but current 
policy for single-parent families is primarily lo-
cated in the child support system. We argue that 
the system’s primary goal should be increasing 
the financial resources available to children liv-
ing with a single parent, with a secondary goal 
of holding parents responsible for the support 
of their children. When assessed by this stan-
dard, current policy has been substantially suc-
cessful for divorcing families in which the non-
custodial parent has at least moderate earnings 

in the formal economy. But the current system 
clearly does not work well for lower-income fam-
ilies, especially those couples who were not mar-
ried. The problems are clear: far too few chil-
dren regularly receive substantial amounts of 
child support and, by being overly focused on 
financial transfers, the system is sometimes 
counterproductive to the broader mission of en-
couraging responsibility. We argued that a key 
part of the problem is unrealistic, outdated as-
sumptions about separated parents. We pro-
pose a reformed system that includes a guaran-
teed minimum support per child and assurances 
that no noncustodial parent will be charged be-
yond their means. We also propose a new 
agency that focuses not only on these financial 
transfers, but also on supporting parents’ rela-
tionships with their children. These reforms, 
aimed especially at addressing the challenges 
facing families with parents living apart, com-
bined with other reforms supporting low-
income families in general, would transform the 
resources available to economically vulnerable 
children and families.
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