
 

Providing child support after prison: Some
state policies may miss the mark

May 5 2020, by Bert Gambini

Many states have policies that attempt to help formerly incarcerated
people find work by limiting an employer's ability to access or use
criminal records as part of the hiring process.

But there is little evidence that these restrictions are helping non-resident
fathers provide financial support to their children, according to Allison
Dwyer Emory, a University at Buffalo sociologist and co-author of a
new study by an interdisciplinary team of researchers from UB, Rutgers
University, Cornell University and Boston University.

"We find fathers with a history of incarceration provide less support to
their children and accrue greater arrears," says Dwyer Emory. "Further,
in states with more limited access to records, fathers who have never
been incarcerated provide less formal support and accrue more arrears,
though they seem to compensate with more informal support, possibly
due to racial discrimination against black men in the hiring process."

The findings were published in The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of
the Social Sciences, which provides open access to the study.

States that limit access to online criminal record databases may reduce
the costs of incarceration for fathers, but at the same time, they may be
creating opportunities for a different kind of discrimination if
employers, in the absence of information, default to racial stereotypes.

"It's difficult to separate discrimination on the basis of a criminal record
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from discrimination on the basis of race, and policies that address one
without the other may not be able to fully achieve their ends," says
Dwyer Emory, an expert on family demography, criminology and social
policy.

"Fathers work hard to provide for their kids. When discriminatory labor
markets make it difficult for them to pay formal child support, they
provide informal cash support to their kids instead—even as they get in
debt for unpaid formal support.

"We have to be careful to ensure that policies support fathers' ability to
be there for their kids.

Policy context is critical, according to Dwyer Emory.

"We want to know if these policies are helping fathers to be better
parents or making it harder for them to be better parents," she says.
"These policies don't seem to be associated with fathers who have a
history of incarceration paying more support, but they do seem to be
associated with fathers, particularly African American fathers, who have
never been incarcerated, providing less formal child support."

The researchers used data from the Fragile Families and Child Well-
Being Study, a sample of predominantly unmarried parents who had a
child in a large U.S. city in the 1990s followed over time.

The innovative research also includes state information from every year
of the dataset, including which policies were in place for specific states
at specific times, while also breaking out both formal and informal
support that fathers provide for their child.

Formal child support is a court order that specifies an amount owed each
month to a custodial parent. But some couples have informal
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arrangements, made outside of the courts, where fathers contribute when
they have the money either instead of or in addition to formal support.

The researchers also included arrears in their study, which is the debt
fathers build up when they don't pay formal child support in full.

"Arrears are particularly important when thinking about fathers with a
history of incarceration, because in some states arrears can continue to
accrue while a father is incarcerated," says Dwyer Emory. "These fathers
start out behind in their payments immediately upon release, which can
cause a cycle where high enough arrears puts fathers at greater risk of
being incarcerated in the future."

The results, says Dwyer Emory, suggest a cautionary approach.

"These policies are ideally designed to help fathers provide for
themselves and their families, but we have to ask and study if they might
actually be getting in the way, especially for those likely to encounter
discrimination in the labor market. We may instead have to consider
different policy approaches that address racial discrimination in hiring
directly, removing barriers faced by fathers with criminal records like
licensing restrictions, or change the incentives employers have to hire or
avoid people with records," she says. "We worry that this could
contribute intergenerational cycles of disadvantage and discrimination."

Incarceration and its consequences after prison affect millions of
families in the United States, according to Dwyer Emory, who worked
with Lenna Nepomnyaschy, an associate professor, and Alexandra
Haralampoudis, a Ph.D. candidate, at the Rutgers School of Social
Work; Maureen R. Waller, an associate professor at Cornell University;
and Daniel P. Miller, an associate professor at the Boston University
School of Social Work.
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The authors stress the need for additional research if we're to better
understand the mechanisms through which these associations operate to
determine how policies could better support fathers' ability to provide
for their children.
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Prison: Nonresident Fathers' Formal and Informal Contributions to
Children, RSF: The Russell Sage Foundation Journal of the Social
Sciences (2020). DOI: 10.7758/RSF.2020.6.1.04

Provided by University at Buffalo

Citation: Providing child support after prison: Some state policies may miss the mark (2020, May
5) retrieved 26 April 2024 from https://phys.org/news/2020-05-child-prison-state-policies.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

4/4

https://phys.org/tags/fathers/
http://dx.doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2020.6.1.04
https://phys.org/news/2020-05-child-prison-state-policies.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

