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Policy attention is turning with new interest to issues sur- 
rounding the legal establishment of paternity for children 
born out of wedlock. Even five years ago, the possibility of 
a conference focused solely on such issues would have 
been questionable, owing to the paucity of information on 
the topic. Now a body of research has begun to emerge. Its 
findings were highlighted at a conference jointly sponsored 
in February 1992 by the Institute for Research on Poverty 
and the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. 
This article provides background information on the topic 

The reasons for growing interest in 
establishing paternity 

Four factors have contributed to the rise in interest in pater- 
nity establishment. 

First, the percentage of children born outside marriage has 
increased dramatically in the last thirty years, from 5 per- 
cent in 1960 to 1 1  percent in 1970, 18 percent in 1980, and 
27 percent in 1989.' This increase occurred among both 
whites and blacks. The percentage of births to white unmar- 
ried mothers rose from 2.3 percent in 1960 to 19.2 percent 



in 1989; for blacks it rose from 21.6 percent to 65.7 percent 
over the same years (see Figure 1). A number of factors 
account for the increase, among them a decline in marriage, 
substantially lowered birth rates among married women, 
and increased sexual activity among unmarried women.2 

Second, many children born out of wedlock are poor and 
depend on public assistance. The poorest demographic 
group in the United States consists of children in single- 
parent fa mi lie^;^ especially poor are those living with 
never-married mothers: 54 percent of such families had 
incomes below the poverty line in 1989, compared to 27 
percent of divorced families and 15 percent of all families 
with ~ h i l d r e n . ~  Many of these poor children receive public 
assistance. Whereas 28 percent of children receiving Aid to 
Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) were born out 
of wedlock in 1969, by 1990 that fraction had increased to 
54 p e r ~ e n t . ~  Some research has shown that never-married 
mothers and their children are significantly more likely to 
depend on AFDC for longer periods of time. David 
Ellwood found that the average number of years of AFDC 
receipt by never-married women was 9.3, compared to 4.9 
for divorced women and 6.8 for separated women.' 

Third, concerns about the poverty and dependency of 
single-parent families have prompted a review of the child 
support system to determine whether noncustodial parents 
provide sufficient amounts of child support. This critique 
has revealed that the system is weakest for children of 

never-married mothers.' These data are disturbing. Fewer 
never-married women have child support awards-24 per- 
cent in 1989, compared to 48 percent of separated women 
and 77 percent of divorced women. Even among those with 
awards, more than one-fourth receive no payments. And 
even when never-married women have an award and obtain 
some payment, their annual average receipt is $1888, com- 
pared to $3060 for separated women and $3322 for di- 
vorced women.' The recognition that never-married 
women receive much less child support than do other single 
mothers has led to new interest in paternity establishment, 
since until paternity is established the formal system cannot 
award or collect child support. 

Finally, paternity establishment brings with it a variety of 
other benefits. Legally acknowledged fathers may provide 
health insurance and inher i tan~e.~  Furthermore, only when 
paternity has been established can children receive Social 
Security benefits (should the father die or become disabled) 
or military benefits that accrue through the father's service. 
Medical histories and genetic information are available to 
children whose father is known. And emotional and psy- 
chological benefits, including a sense of identity and heri- 
tage, can be gained through identification of fathers. 

Paternity establishment has thus taken on greater impor- 
tance because it affects increasing numbers of children, 
because many of these children are poor and depend on 
public assistance, because the child support system may not 

White Black 

Figure 1. Births to Unmarried Women As a Percentage of All Births, by Race, 1960-1989. 

Source: U.S. House of Representatives, Committee on Ways and Means, 1992 Green Book (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1992), p. 1074; Statistical Abstract 
of the United States, 1991 (Washington, D.C.: GPO, 1991), p. 67, and 1987, p. 61. 

Note: Percentages for blacks prior to 1970 include black and other. 



be working well for these families. and because there is 
increased interest in the nonfinancial benefits of paternity 
establishment. A variety of issues surrounding the topic 
were explored by the papers presented at the conference. 
The following overview describes the legal and historical 
context of paternity establishment, summarizes the impor- 
tant findings of the conference papers, and assesses the 
policy implications of the findings. 

The legal and historical background of 
establishing paternity 

Because the legal procedures surrounding paternity estab- 
lishment in the United States lie in the realm of family law, 
they have been a state rather than a federal responsibility. 
Until the late twentieth century most states relied on the 
Elizabethan Poor Laws as precedent for paternity laws and 
procedures. Because these laws considered nonmarital in- 
tercourse to be "both a sin and a crime-both a moral and a 
government offense," a paternity suit was a criminal action, 
and a judicial process was required to establish proof be- 
yond a reasonable doubt. Furthermore, because the usual 
purpose of a paternity action was to collect support for the 
child, voluntary acknowledgments of paternity were few. 
Additionally, until recently it was difficult to prove pater- 
nity. Now, however, genetic testing makes it possible to 
establish paternity by medical tests rather than judicial 
process. 

As a result of changes in attitude, technological advances, 
and the growing importance of establishing paternity, the 
federal government has taken an increasingly active role in 
promoting paternity establishment. In 1967 it required 
states to attempt to establish paternity for children born out 
of wedlock who were receiving AFDC. In 1975 Congress 
added Part D to Title IV of the Social Security Act, creating 
a federal Office of Child Support Enforcement and requir- 
ing each state to establish a corresponding office (known as 
IV-D offices). These offices were given the responsibility 
of establishing paternities for both AFDC and non-AFDC 
families. Legislation in 1984 extended the period in which 
states could take paternity action to a child's eighteenth 
birthday. The 1988 Family Support Act set goals for the 
number of paternities established by the states, with finan- 
cial penalties to be assessed when states do not meet these 
goals. That legislation also requires parties in contested 
cases to take genetic tests if requested by any party, gives 
greater financial responsibility to the federal government 
for genetic testing, encourages states to establish civil 
(rather than criminal) processes for paternity establish- 
ment, establishes time limits for processing paternity cases, 
and requires states to obtain social security numbers from 
both parents when issuing birth certificates. 

Several observers have concluded that the state IV-D of- 
fices have typically focused more on enforcing existing 
child support orders than on establishing paternity." This 

may be changed by the Family Support Act's requirement 
that the number of paternity establishments increase. 

In the early years of the child support offices, many work- 
ers believed it was not usually cost-effective to establish 
paternity. In a study funded by the federal Office of Child 
Support Enforcement to determine if this was true, Edward 
Young reviewed case files from 1980 to 1983 in three 
county child support offices that were thought to have 
effective paternity procedures. He found that in Dane 
County, Wisconsin, child support collections for AFDC 
cases with paternity established offset the expenses of the 
agency on all paternity establishments; the average case 
broke even within 23 months.I2 A more recent study in 
Nebraska also found that the benefits of focusing on pater- 
nity establishment outweighed the costs." 

The low priority for paternity cases has been documented 
by other research as well.I4 Several papers from a 1986 
conference on young unwed fathers demonstrated that few 
children of these fathers had paternity established, even 
fewer had child support awards, and still fewer received 
child ~uppor t . ' ~  Observers of the child support system noted 
that problems in the paternity establishment process 
seemed the greatest hurdle to receipt of child support.I6 

The situation may be improving. The ratio of paternities 
established by the child support offices to the number of 
nonmarital births has increased from .19 in 1979 to .22 in 
1980 to about .28 in 1983. Both the paternity adjudication 
rate and the probability of obtaining a child support award 
increased over the period from 1979 to 1986." However, 
the vast majority of children from nonmarital relationships 
still do not have paternity established, and even more do not 
have child support orders. 

Another recent finding is that many fathers informally ad- 
mit paternity and, once approached by the child support 
system, voluntarily acknowledge paternity.'' The likeli- 
hood of establishing paternity, however, declines as chil- 
dren age,19 in part because contact between unmarried fa- 
thers and their children tends to decline over time.20 

Principal findings from the conference papers 

Variation in practices 

Until recently, the only descriptions of paternity processes 
and organizational structures were from local or state stud- 
ies. To obtain a national picture, the Urban Institute in 1990 
conducted a National Survey of Paternity Establishment 
Practices, covering child support agencies in 249 counties 
in 42 states and the District of C o l ~ m b i a . ~ '  The major 
conclusion of the study was that great diversity exists 
around the country both in organizational arrangements and 
in the process of paternity adjudication. The three basic 
types of organization appear to be a "human services 
agency model," in which paternity is handled by an agency 



Paternity Establishment: A Public Policy Conference 
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Burt S. Barnow 
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Innovative State Programs: Washington, Delaware, and 
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that is not primarily legal (43 percent of the counties); a opportunity to acknowledge paternity outside a court pro- 
"legal agency model," in which the IV-D office contracts cess, and another 20 percent allow only one opportunity. 
with private attorneys or contracts with or operates out of Additional diversity exists in the way the state offices treat 
the office of the prosecuting attorney or the attorney gen- teenage fathers.24 Over three-quarters reported that they 
era1 (21 percent); and a "two-agency transfer model," in attempted to pursue all paternity cases regardless of age; 
which a human services agency typically handles voluntary the remainder did not pursue cases in which the father was 
cases but transfers any contested cases to a legal agency (36 "too young." The likelihood of a teen father being assigned 
percent). child support also differs across the states. More than half 

the states have some minimum support award (ranging 
Stages in the process of establishing paternity are also from $10 to $100 per child per month) that may be applied 
di~tinguished?~ as are distinctions in the ways that con- to a teen father. Even very young fathers may be required to 
tested and uncontested cases are handled.23 Although the pay child support: in half the states, child support adminis- 
national trend has been toward encouraging voluntary con- trators recalled at least one case in which a father under the 
sent, 20 percent of the counties still do not give fathers an age of sixteen was assigned child support payments. 



Weakness of the data Uncertainty of success 

The key indicator of success in establishing paternity is the 
ratio of paternities established to the total number of chil- 
dren for whom paternities need to be established. Obtaining 
accurate numbers for both the numerator and denominator 
is quite difficult. 

The numerator poses particular problems because there are 
no national data collected on the number of paternities 
established. Since 1978 state child support offices have 
reported the number of paternities that are established 
through the IV-D System; since 1986 they have also re- 
ported expenditures on paternity establishment. However, 
because many states do not have automated systems, it is 
difficult to assess the accuracy of these numbers.25 In addi- 
tion, in most states only a limited number of mothers with 
nonmarital births enter the child support office. Other 
women establish paternity through a court or administrative 
process independently of the child support office, and we 
have no way to estimate their number. Another method of 
estimating the number of paternities established would be 
to use national survey data, but the commonly used large 
surveys have not asked specific questions about paternity 
establishment. Several researchers try to approximate the 
numerator using the Current Population Survey's Child 
Support Supplement, but conclude that this measure is 
quite imprecise.26 

The denominator, the number of children who are eligible 
to have paternity established, also poses problems. As a 
part of vital statistics, the number of nonmarital births is 
collected on an annual basis, but there is no aggregate count 
of the number of children eligible for paternity establish- 
ment at a single point in time. Not all children born from a 
nonmarital union are potentially eligible for paternity es- 
tablishment. Children put up for adoption, those whose 
parents many, and those who die or whose father has died 
are not candidates. One estimate is that 10 percent of the 
nonmarital births in Wisconsin in the 1980s were not eli- 
gible for paternity establi~hment.~' 

If the paternity ratio is seen as a measure of state or local 
agency performance, then the denominator could be con- 
sidered the number of nonmarital births in that jurisdiction 
in each year. However, the number of children potentially 
in need of having paternities established includes those 
aged zero to eighteen, and comparing the number of pater- 
nities established in one year to the number of nonmarital 
births is therefore problematic. In addition, mobility into 
and out of the jurisdiction can confound the numbers. A 
measure of IV-D agency performance might compare the 
number of paternities established to the active paternity 
caseload, but in one study less than half of the counties 
sampled could answer the question "How many paternity 
cases were active in your office in FY 1989?"28 and many 
states had substantial difficulty in identifying all children in 
IV-D cases born out of wedlock.29 

Given these data problems, success in paternity establish- 
ment is difficult to ascertain in the nation as a whole, in 
states, or in individual child support offices. A simple com- 
parison of the number of paternities established by state IV- 
D offices in 1987 with the number of out-of-wedlock births 
in 1985 (assuming it may take two years to establish pater- 
nities) reveals an establishment rate of 31.3 percent.30 At 
the county level, the ratio of paternities established by IV-D 
offices in FY 1989 to the number of out-of-wedlock births 
in 1988 yields a weighted mean of .49 for a nationally 
representative sample of counties. This ratio varied greatly 
across the counties, however, ranging from .04 to 3.25, and 
it was greater than 1 in eleven of the 249 counties surveyed. 

Another method is to compare the number of children aged 
zero to eighteen who have had paternity established with 
the number of children who are eligible for establishment. 
Burt Barnow thus estimates that 24.5 percent of unmarried 
women with children had paternity established in 1989, and 
4.3 percent did not; for the remaining 71.2 percent of the 
sample, whether paternity had been established was un- 
known.31 

Two conference papers look at individual AFDC cases 
within a state to compare those having paternities estab- 
lished with those needing but not obtaining paternity estab- 
lishment. The results from Arizona and Wisconsin are 
vastly different, suggesting the degree of variation around 
the In Arizona only 3.8 percent of AFDC chil- 
dren had paternity established one to two years after their 
case was opened. In Wisconsin between 42 percent and 69 
percent of nonmarital children receiving AFDC in Decem- 
ber 1988 had paternity established when the records were 
reviewed one to two years later. 

The Family Support Act sets a standard for the number of 
paternities to be established by the child support office in 
relation to the number of out-of-wedlock children in the 
AFDC caseload. Each state was required to report its base 
rate as of December 1988. The percentage varied dramati- 
cally across the states, from 11 percent in Oklahoma to 84 
percent in Maryland, the average being 45 percent.33 Be- 
cause of questions regarding the accuracy of these num- 
bers, John Maniha conducted several comparisons to other 
measures of state performance and found that the ranking 
of the states on this measure was consistent with other 
known measures of their p e r f ~ r m a n c e . ~ ~  

Correlates of failure and success 

Poor connections between the AFDC system and the child 
support system may be connected to low levels of paternity 
e~tabl ishment .~~ This appears to be particularly possible in 
the case of child support offices that follow the "legal 
agency model." Charles Adams and his colleagues assert 
that one way to address problems of the interface of the 
AFDC and child support systems is for the child support 



agency to be directly administered by human services de- 
partments (the human services agency model). This model 
may create problems later, however, when interaction with 
the courts becomes important. Adams believes the most 
effective strategy is to use a human services model, but to 
focus on voluntary acknowledgments of paternity to reduce 
dependence on the legal system.36 

Another finding is that counties that initiate the paternity 
process early are likely to have much higher success rates.37 
More than 60 percent of the unmarried fathers in one 
sample were present at the births of their children, which 
suggests that starting the paternity establishment process in 
the hospital (or even before) may lead to higher adjudica- 
tion rates.38 

Counties that can process cases quickly are also likely to 
have much higher success rates.39 When the system is 
slowed by time lags, tasks often need to be done more than 
once. For example, if a mother provides an address for the 
father during the intake interview, but the case does not 
proceed for some time after that, then a search for the 
father's address may be required if he moved during the 
intervening period. 

Finally, effective record-keeping systems are important to 
success. The technology used in state child support systems 
is often quite i nadeq~a t e .~~  Adams and his colleagues argue 
that the capacity to share information electronically 
throughout the paternity establishment process is a neces- 
sary ingredient in an effective system.41 

Characteristics of mothers and fathers associated with 
successful adjudication 

Mothers who were white non-Hispanics, aged twenty to 
twenty-nine, had one or two children, had at least a high 
school education, lived in the suburbs, or had family in- 
comes between $5000 and $15,000 were most likely to 
have had paternity e~tablished.~' 

We have much more information on mothers than fathers 
but two conference participants, Maureen Pirog-Good and 
Robert Lerman, used the National Longitudinal Survey of 
Youth to obtain data on fathers. Pirog-Good reports that 
teen fathers are more likely to come from single-parent 
families and from families of lower socioeconomic status, 
tend to have been in more trouble with the criminal justice 
system, to have lower levels of education, and to experi- 
ence divorce. Teen fathers tend to enter the labor force 
earlier than men who don't become fathers in their teens 
and thus have higher incomes through age twenty. How- 
ever, their average earnings do not rise as fast as those of 
non-teen fathers, and their mean earnings even decrease by 
the time they are twenty-nine. Teen fathers are unlikely to 
pay child support.43 
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Lerman examines the relationships among earnings, father- 
hood, marriage, and child support behavior among young 
men. He finds that educational levels, skill levels, and other 
characteristics of young men have strong impacts on earn- 
ings and child support. Unwed fathers earn less, generally, 
than all others, and they also pay the least child support. 
The relationship between child support and earnings is 
complicated, with earnings in one year clearly being linked 
to higher child support payments in the next year, and child 
support payments in one year being linked to higher earn- 
ings in the next. Lerman concludes that policies should not 
only provide training to increase earnings, but might also 
attempt to increase the motivation to pay child support.44 

Esther Wattenberg and her colleagues and Daniel Meyer fo- 
cused specifically on fathers in paternity cases. Those that 
Wattenberg interviewed were a very low income group. Al- 
though many were working, their jobs were marginal: un- 
skilled, low-paid, or part-time.4" Meyer found that although 



many fathers had very low incomes at the time paternity was 
established, a sizable portion did not, and many increased their 
incomes significantly over the next three years.46 

Lack of national consensus 

Many would now agree that there are advantages to society 
and to the children themselves in establishing paternity for 
almost every child born out of wedlock. Although there is a 
trend toward establishing the legal right to have a father, 
the authors of these papers and the participants at the con- 
ference noted that there is no agreement on how strong that 
right should be. Is it stronger, for example, than the right of 
a mother not to have contact with the father? Is it stronger 
than the rights of men who are not completely sure that they 
are the fathers? How strong should be the link between 
establishing paternity and securing a child support obliga- 
tion?-weak, so that many paternities are established, or 
strong, so that children obtain the financial support to 
which they are entitled? The responses to these questions 
lead to specific policies. 

Some argue that the system is beginning to focus more on 
efficiency, at the expense of the father's right to due pro- 
cess and his right to representation. Several factors are 
interrelated: states are moving toward encouraging volun- 
tary consent, and some men who acknowledge paternity 
may not understand the implications of their statement. 
Seco'd, many states and counties have moved toward 
grehl-r yse of default judgments (judgments made in the 
absence of the alleged father), clearly favoring efficiency at 
the expense of accuracy. In Virginia, blood test results 
indicating a 98 percent or greater probability of paternity 
are not rebuttable, raising the possibility that up to 2 per- 
cent of the putative fathers may be wrongly assigned pater- 
nity and an eighteen-year financial obligation. Finally, in 
some locations the petition for paternity is made by a 
branch of the court itself, raising questions about the fair- 
ness of the hearing.47 

Direction for policy 

The conference papers have several policy implications. 
They point to the need for strengthened links between 
AFDC and child support workers. They indicate the desir- 
ability of regular monitoring of the incomes of fathers in 
paternity cases, since the earnings of many rise substan- 
tially over time. They make it clear that we must devise 
ways to speed the paternity process and to get it started as 
early as possible. 

Many states have already begun to take action along these 
lines. A number of them are increasingly encouraging vol- 
untary acknowledgment of paternity. In the state of Wash- 
ington, for example, hospitals are required to give fathers 
the opportunity to sign an affidavit of paternity. The pro- 
gram appears to be successful in that the state is currently 
receiving an average of 644 affidavits per month, compared . 

Recent IRP Publications on Child Support 

The following papers are available from the Institute for 
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to approximately 1550 births to unmamed parents each 
month.48 While this is not required of the hospitals in Vir- 
ginia, the child support agency has signed agreements with 
several hospitals to provide a small fee for every voluntary 
acknowledgment the hospital provides. 

Several states are experimenting with techniques to speed 
the process of establishing paternity. One method is to 
encourage paternity establishment outside the legal system. 
In Virginia, a voluntary acknowledgment of paternity has 
the same force and effect as a court order. Another means of 
speeding the process is to issue default judgments: in Or- 
egon, one-third of the paternity cases are now decided by 
default.49 

States are also attempting to begin paternity establishment 
at an early stage. For example, Delaware has implemented 
a new program in which public health nurses contact un- 
married women toward the end of their pregnancies and 
explain the benefits of paternity establishment. A referral is 
then made to the child support office, which follows up 
after the birth of the child. The Washington program, men- 
tioned earlier, which offers fathers an opportunity to ac- 
knowledge paternity when the baby is born, has shown 
significant success, as have similar programs in Virginia 
and in Kent County, Michigan. One conference participant 
suggested that states should base child support staff in 
selected hospitals.50 

Attempts are being made to increase incentives for child 
support offices to give priority to paternity cases. In Wis- 
consin, Ohio, and California, payments are provided to 
counties that have high levels of paternity establishment." 

It has been suggested that we reexamine the incentives in 
place for parents to cooperate with the child support office. 
Currently there is a child support "pass-through," accord- 
ing to which the first $50 per month paid by the 
noncustodial parent of a child receiving AFDC goes to the 
custodial family and the remainder, which goes to the state, 
serves to offset the costs of AFDC. Prior to 1984, when the 
pass-through was established, all child support went to 
offset the costs of AFDC. The intent of the pass-through 
was to provide a monetary incentive for custodial parents 
receiving AFDC to cooperate with the child support agency 
and also to give noncustodial parents some incentive to 
cooperate, since at least a portion of their payment would 
go to their children. Yet $50 per month may not be large 
enough. According to Wattenberg, some of the young men 
and women who were interviewed by her project suggested 
that at least $100 a month would be more appr~priate.~' 
Nichols-Casebolt states that some of the intake workers in 
Maricopa County, Arizona, believe that AFDC mothers 
may be unwilling to cooperate with the formal child sup- 
port system because the potential benefits ($50 a month) 
are less than the potential cost involved in jeopardizing 
their relationship with the child's father.53 If, on the other 
hand, the father pays informally and the mother reports to 
the Office of Child Support Enforcement that she does not 

know where the father is, both may be better off financially. 
Adams and his colleagues do not specifically mention the 
pass-through, but they observe substantial reluctance of clients 
to cooperate with the child support system. They assert that 
this indicates "that administrative reforms alone might not be 
sufficient, and that interventions aimed more directly at influ- 
encing client attitudes might be required to achieve the perfor- 
mance standards prescribed in the 1988 legi~lation."~~ 

Nichols-Casebolt and others have suggested that increased 
education might be an appropriate strategy-that mothers 
who are made aware of the benefits of paternity establish- 
ment will be more likely to desire it, and that fathers may 
develop stronger relationships with their children if they 
have been motivated to accept re~ponsibilities.~~ Several 
states and localities have developed educational materials 
on paternity and on child support for use in schools. 

An educational strategy alone, however, has serious weak- 
nesses. A study in Nebraska found that paternity establish- 
ment rates were not significantly higher for mothers who 
received "education" concerning the benefits of establish- 
~ n e n t . ~ ~  In addition, if education increases the number of 
clients who expect paternity services and the child support 
system is not given additional resources, the system will 
not be able to handle new cases efficiently and may have 
raised the expectations of mothers to no avail. 

Finally, Wattenberg and her colleagues and other? :lave 
suggested that we completely separate the establishment of 
paternity from the child support proce~s.~'  They suggest 
making a "Declaration of Parentage" form routinely avail- 
able so that a simple statement before a notary will estab- 
lish paternity, which would not be connected to the legal 
issues of child support, visitation rights, or custody. 

It is unclear, however, how these processes can be disen- 
tangled. When a court reviews a request for child support 
on behalf of a child born out of wedlock, some detennina- 
tion of parentage must be made. If the Declaration of Par- 
entage form is accepted by the courts, then the processes 
are linked. If it is not seen as binding, then how can it be 
used to grant the child eligibility for benefits from the 
father? Other benefits of paternity, such as medical history, 
genetic information, and emotional and psychological links 
are based more on whether the father is known than on 
whether a form has been signed. 

Others advocate decriminalizing the whole paternity adju- 
dication process and streamlining the process for those who 
voluntarily acknowledge paternity. Many states have 
moved in this direction, and, indeed, it is strongly encour- 
aged by the Family Support Act. 

Future research 

The conference papers tell us what gaps in our knowledge 
remain to be filled. First, we clearly need more accurate 



data. No current national data set can help us understand the 
characteristics of women who have had paternity estab- 
lished as opposed to those who have not. We have even less 
accurate data on the fathers, and no data that link specific 
mothers and fathers. We have very little information on 
individual mothers, fathers, and children over time. On the 
aggregate level, we now have some data from the states on 
the percentage of cases in the IV-D system for which pater- 
nity has been established. But the accuracy of this informa- 
tion is still open to question, and even after audit the num- 
bers may be subject to error until automated systems are in 
use in every state. How do we know if new national policies 
on paternity are needed if we do not have an accurate 
picture of the current system? In the absence of national 
data, perhaps data from individual states should be more 
thoroughly analyzed and disseminated. 

We are only beginning to understand the relationship, if 
any, between the structure of child support agencies, pater- 
nity practices, and adjudication rates. We presume a rela- 
tionship exists between expenditures and effectiveness, but 
we are not sure what it is. Effectiveness is probably also 
related to the characteristics of the individuals involved, 
but we have no theory and little understanding of any links 
between individual characteristics and effectiveness. 
Clearly, additional work (perhaps using longitudinal data) 
on the factors associated with program performance would 
be helpful. A related set of unanswered questions concerns 
the paternity practices of the child support offices in regard 
to teen fathers. For how many of these fathers is a formal 
declaration of paternity deferred until they are older or gain 
a reliable income source? How many of these "deferred 
paternities" are eventually established? 

We know little about the child support behavior of men 
after their paternity is established, other than that they tend 
to pay less than other noncustodial fathers. Do their awards 
change as their income changes? Does compliance increase 
over time? If lack of compliance is found, does it result 
from changes in income, changes in willingness to pay, or 
other factors? How much informal support is provided, and 
does it change over time? Although it appears that a large 
majority of noncustodial fathers for whom paternity is es- 
tablished cannot initially pay an amount of child support 
sufficient to raise their children out of poverty, to what 
extent can child support decrease the poverty of these chil- 
dren in the longer term? Can enough child support be 
collected to substantially reduce the reliance of mothers 
and children on AFDC? 

We lack knowledge of the relationship between paternity 
establishment and visitation. Do fathers who have had pa- 
ternity formally established have more contact with their 
children? Does this contact continue throughout the child's 
life? If there is increased contact, what are its effects? 

Little research exists to help us understand the mother's 
perspective on paternity establishment. Wattenberg et al. 
have begun to obtain the views of AFDC mothers and 

fathers on the costs and benefits of establishing paternity, 
but this work needs to be corroborated beyond the Minne- 
apolis-St. Paul area, and broader samples need to be taken. 
We know little about the effects of and the extent to which 
sanctions are used when parents do not cooperate in the 
paternity-establishment process. Policy approaches that in- 
crease the incentive to establish paternity, such as a guaran- 
teed amount of child support for custodial parents who have 
had paternity established, need to be tested and evaluated to 
see if they are effective. 

Perhaps most important, we know little about the longer- 
term effects of establishing paternity. Most of the work to 
date has implicitly assumed that establishing paternity 
would benefit children in the long run, but this assumption 
is not based on research. The first effect would presumably 
be increased financial support for the child, but we have 
few data on the effects of paternity establishment on later 
child support awards and payments. Are child support 
awards established? Do fathers pay? Even if we observe 
that fathers who had paternity established five years ago are 
paying modest amounts of child support now, a further 
question remains: What if the fathers, mothers, and chil- 
dren for whom paternity was established five years ago 
were a fairly select group? Would establishing paternity for 
all other families now have the same effect? 

The relationship between paternity establishment and the 
well-being of the child is not settled. If paternity is estab- 
lished routinely, what effects would this have? Would it 
increase contact between fathers who would otherwise not 
be involved with their children? If so, would increased 
contact increase conflict between the parents? Some work 
has been done on this question for children affected by 
divorces,58 but not for children born out of wedlock. 

A host of research issues have not yet been addressed. 
Answers to the questions posed, as well as to others, are 
critical if our society is to develop effective policies in an 
area of growing importance. . 
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