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Chairman Herger and members of the Human Resource Subcommittee, thank you for the opportunity to
testify on this important topic. I have been researching this issue at the Urban Institute for nearly ten years. I
have found that child support enforcement has made a difference in the lives of poor children, but that there
are a large number of poor noncustodial fathers who have problems themselves.

The approximately 2.5 million noncustodial fathers who are poor (the poverty threshold for one person under
the age of 65 was $8,959 in 2000) and do not pay child support have difficulty meeting the needs of their
children. They need help overcoming the multiple employment barriers that most of them face. In my
testimony today I will discuss the gains that child support has made in obtaining more child support for poor
children. But I will also document the employment barriers that poor noncustodial fathers face and argue that
child support enforcement will have limited success in reaching poor children in the future unless the
problems faced by poor noncustodial fathers are addressed.

My research, as well as that of others, shows that expanding the child support enforcement program has
increased the likelihood of receiving child support, especially among never-married mothers and single
mothers on public assistance. Wage withholding and the voluntary in-hospital paternity establishment
program are two specific policies that have had a dramatic impact on child support receipt. More recently,
since the enactment of welfare reform in 1996, poor children eligible for child support are more likely to
receive child support and the amount that their families receive has increased. Between 1996 and 1998, the
percent of poor children eligible for child support whose families received it increased from 29 percent to 32
percent. In addition, child support represented 23 percent of these families' income, up from 21 percent two
years earlier. Hence, child support is an increasingly important source of income for poor children.

Table 1. Poor Children Who are Eligible for Child Support:
Percent Whose Families Received it, the Average Amount Received,

and the Percent of Family Income it Represents

Year Percent of Poor Children Eligible
for Child Support Whose Families

Received it

Average Amount of
Child Support

Received

Child Support as a
Percent of Family

Income

1996 29% $1,979 21%

1998 32% $2,222 23%

Source: National Survey of America's Families.

Despite these gains, however, most poor children still do not receive child support even though 60 percent of
them are eligible for it. Only 2.5 million poor children lived in families that received child support in 1998;
another 5.4 million poor children had to do without child support that year.

Further efforts to increase the number of poor children receiving child support should consider the limited
potential of their noncustodial parents to pay support. There are approximately 2.5 million noncustodial
fathers who are poor and do not pay child support. These fathers face many of the same barriers to work as
poor mothers who do not receive child support. In particular, 43 percent of these fathers have not completed
high school, the same percentage figure among poor custodial mothers who do not receive child support.
Nearly 40 percent of these fathers report a health problem and 62 percent of them do not have health
insurance. About one third of them have not held a job for more than three years. Among those who work,
their average annual earnings are only about $5,000. These employment barriers and low earnings make it
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their average annual earnings are only about $5,000. These employment barriers and low earnings make it
difficult for fathers to meet their own basic needs as well as provide for their non-custodial children.

One employment barrier that disproportionately affects poor noncustodial fathers is incarceration and having
a criminal record. Nearly 30 percent of poor noncustodial fathers who do not pay child support are
institutionalized. Most of these fathers are in prison. Once these fathers leave institutional life, their work
prospects will not improve that much. Their criminal record and interrupted labor force participation make
these men unattractive to prospective employers.

Although poor noncustodial parents face many of the same employment barriers as poor custodial mothers,
they are significantly less likely than poor custodial mothers to participate in job-related activities. In 1997,
only 6 percent of these fathers received any job search assistance and only 4 percent of them received job
training courses or attended GED or college classes.

In order for child support enforcement to be more effective for poor children, my research suggests that more
money needs to be spent on employment-oriented services for poor noncustodial parents. Unfortunately, at
this point we do not know what programs work among this population. Congress has already funded one
national demonstration to examine the impact of serving poor noncustodial fathers—Parents' Fair Share.
Many lessons were learned from this demonstration. In my view, the most important lesson learned was how
hard it is to serve this population. Only two of the seven sites in this demonstration were able to significantly
increase the child support payments and employment rates of its participants relative to a control group. Two
attributes seemed critical to their success—strong leadership from child support enforcement and a focus on
skill-building services, such as on-the-job training.

Employment-oriented programs for poor noncustodial parents are currently being funded primarily through
the Welfare-to-Work (WtW) Grants Program, but this program will end in 2004. About 10 percent of the
participants in this program have been noncustodial parents. Although many of the programs serving
noncustodial parents experienced initial problems, and some still do, there will be much to learn from these
efforts. A recent study by the Urban Institute showed that a wide range of service delivery models are
currently being used to serve noncustodial fathers with WtW monies. Findings about the success of these
programs will help us better understand what might work for this population. As noted above, WtW monies
must be spent by FY 2004 and no new money for this program has been allocated. The question remains as
to how Congress will fund employment-oriented programs for low-income noncustodial parents in the future.

Despite our limited knowledge about what works for poor noncustodial fathers, my research shows that they
need services to meet their financial obligations to their children and without these services, further efforts to
obtain child support for poor children will meet with limited success. As a society we have invested in poor
mothers so that their children can remain in their homes and live with them. This investment appears to be
finally working. My research suggests that it is time to make a similar commitment to poor fathers so that
poor children can rely on both of their parents for the emotional and financial support that they need.
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