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IntroductIon

This report focuses on the child support income that 
custodial parents reported receiving from noncustodial 
parents living elsewhere, and other types of support, 
such as health insurance and noncash assistance.1 
The most recent data in this report are from the Child 
 Support Supplement (CSS) to the April 2012 Current 
Population Survey (CPS). The report provides demo-
graphic information about custodial parents as of 
2012, as well as about child support and other income 
or program data for the 2011 calendar year.2 It also 
shows trends over the past 18 years by comparing 
data collected from the 1994 April CPS and subsequent 
biennial surveys. (See the text box “Limitations of the 
Data” for additional survey information.) The estimates 
from the April 2012 CPS-CSS use new population con-
trols based on the results from the 2010 Census. 

HIgHlIgHts

• An estimated 14.4 million parents lived with 23.4 
million children under 21 years of age while the 
other parent(s) lived somewhere else.

• About 18.3 percent of custodial parents were 
fathers.

1 The custodial parent is the parent with whom the child(ren) lived 
during the survey interview when their other parent(s) lived outside the 
household. There may also be equal joint- or split-custody arrange-
ments of children between parents, sometimes also known as shared 
or coparenting. In these types of arrangements, child support may or 
may not be exchanged between parents.

2 The population represented (the population universe) is the civil-
ian noninstitutionalized population living in the United States, 15 years 
of age or older, who have their own children under 21 years old living 
with them while the other parent lives outside the household.

• More than one-quarter (28.1 percent) of all children 
under 21 years of age in families lived with only one 
of their parents while the other parent lived else-
where. About half (50.6 percent) of all Black children 
lived in custodial-parent families.

• Most custodial parents had one child (56.8 percent).

• The proportion of custodial mothers with incomes 
below poverty (31.8 percent) was about twice as 
high as that for custodial fathers (16.2 percent).

• About half (48.9 percent) of all custodial parents had 
either legal or informal child support agreements, 
and custodial mothers were more likely to have 
agreements (53.4 percent) than custodial fathers 
(28.8 percent).

• About three-quarters (74.1 percent) of custo-
dial  parents who were due child support in 2011 
received either full or partial payments, including 
43.4 percent who received full payments.

• Over half (56.3 percent) of custodial parents with 
joint-custody arrangements received full child sup-
port payments, and 30.7 percent received full pay-
ments when there was no contact between the child 
and the child’s noncustodial parent(s).

• About 62.3 percent of the $37.9 billion in child sup-
port due in 2011 was reported as received, averag-
ing $3,770 per year per custodial parent who was 
due support.  



2 U.S. Census Bureau

• The average child support pay-
ment accounted for two-thirds 
(66.7 percent) of the mean 
annual personal income for 
custodial parents below poverty 
who received full child support. 

• Over half (56.7 percent) of 
custodial parents received some 
type of noncash support from 
noncustodial parents on behalf 
of their children.

custodIal Parents and 
tHeIr cHIldren 

In the spring of 2012, an estimated 
14.4 million parents (who are 
referred to as custodial parents in 
this report) lived with 23.4 mil-
lion children under 21 years of 
age while the other parent lived 

somewhere else (Table 1).3 The 
23.4 million children living with 
their custodial parent represented 
over one-quarter (28.1 percent) of 
all 83.4 million children under 21 
years old living in families.4 The 
proportion of Black children in fam-
ilies who lived with their custodial 
parent while their other parent(s) 
lived outside their household (50.6 
percent) was more than twice as 
large as the proportion of White 

3 The estimates in this report (which 
may be shown in text, figures, and tables) 
are based on responses from a sample of 
the population and may differ from actual 
values because of sampling variability or 
other factors. As a result, apparent differ-
ences between the estimates for two or more 
groups may not be statistically significant. 
All comparative statements have undergone 
statistical testing and are significant at the 
90 percent confidence level unless otherwise 
noted.

4 A family is a group of two people or 
more (one of whom is the householder) 
related by birth, marriage, or adoption and 
residing together; all such people (including 
related subfamily members) are considered 
as members of one family. Beginning with the 
1980 Current Population Survey, unrelated 
subfamilies (referred to in the past as second-
ary families) are no longer included in the 
count of families, nor are the members of 
unrelated subfamilies included in the count of 
family members. 

children (24.0 percent).5 Among 
children of other races—including 
American Indian and Alaska Native, 
Asian, or Native Hawaiian and 
Other Pacific Islander—17.2 percent 
lived in custodial-parent families. 
About 30.3 percent of Hispanic 
children, who may be of any race, 
lived with their custodial parent.6 
 

5 Federal surveys now give respondents 
the option of reporting more than one race. 
Therefore, two basic ways of defining a race 
group are possible. A group, such as Black, 
may be defined as those who reported Black 
and no other race (the race-alone or single-
race concept) or as those who reported Black 
regardless of whether they also reported 
another race (the race-alone-or-in- combination 
concept). The body of this report (text, 
figures, and tables) shows data for people 
who reported they were the single race White, 
the single race White and not Hispanic or 
Latino, the single race Black, and the single 
race Other that includes American Indian and 
Alaska Native, Asian, Native Hawaiian and 
Other Pacific Islander. Use of the single-race 
populations does not imply that it is the 
preferred method of presenting or analyzing 
data. The U.S. Census Bureau uses a variety 
of approaches. See Detailed Table 12 at 
<www.census.gov/people/childsupport/data 
/detailedtables.html> for a listing of custodial 
parents by racial group.

6 See Detailed Table 11 at <www.census 
.gov/people/childsupport/data/detailedtables 
.html>. 

limitations of the data

Since child support can be ordered by a court in some states until a child is 21 years old or completes college, 
this report covers parents’ own children under 21, rather than applying the Census Bureau’s usual definition 
of children as those under 18 years of age. Some children living with neither biological parent, such as those 
living with grandparents or foster parents, may also be eligible to receive child support but are not part of the 
universe in the CPS child support supplement.

Substantial changes made to the April CPS supplement in 1994 do not allow comparisons between these data 
and CPS data collected before that year. These changes included refining the screening of potential respon-
dents, restructuring the questionnaire to accommodate computerizing the survey, revising terminology that 
refers to types of child support agreements or awards, increasing the detail in questions about the amount of 
child support due, including overdue child support (back support), and adding new questions on pass-through 
payments (child support collected for public assistance recipients by a state enforcement office, some of which 
passes through to recipients). The amount of child support payments received by recipients of Temporary 
 Assistance to Needy Families (TANF), formerly known as Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), is 
likely underreported because some states retain some or all child support collected on behalf of children of cus-
todial parents. Some households in the April CPS supplement sample also participated in the Annual Social and 
Economic Supplement (ASEC) to the 2012 CPS, where additional information, such as income and health insur-
ance coverage in the preceding year, was also collected and matched to the respondent.

Additional information and detailed tables are available via the Internet at the child support page on the Census 
Bureau’s Web site at <www.census.gov/people/childsupport/>.
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demograPHIc 
cHaracterIstIcs

The majority of custodial parents 
(81.7 percent) were mothers, and 
18.3 percent were fathers, propor-
tions that were not statistically 
different from those in 1994.7

The distribution of custodial 
parents by marital status differed 
between mothers and fathers. 
About 43.5 percent of custodial 
mothers were currently divorced 
or separated and 37.1 percent had 
never been married. The remaining 
mothers consisted of 18.3 percent 
who were currently married (50.6 
percent of whom were divorced 
but remarried) and 1.1 percent 
who were widowed.8 Custodial 
fathers were more likely than cus-
todial mothers to be divorced or 
separated (55.1 percent) and less 
likely to have never married (25.7 
percent).

The age of custodial mothers has 
increased over the past 18 years. 
In 1994, one-quarter (25.4 per-
cent) were 40 years or older. By 
2012, the proportion had grown to 
over one-third (39.1 percent). The 
proportion of custodial mothers 
under 30 years of age decreased 
from 30.9 percent in 1994 to 24.0 
percent by 2012.9

The educational level of custodial 
mothers has also increased during 
this period. In 1994, 22.2 percent 
of custodial mothers had less than 

7 See Detailed Table 4 and tables for all 
years at <www.census.gov/people 
/childsupport/data/detailedtables.html>.

8 The current marital status of widowed 
includes custodial parents who have children 
from a previous marriage that ended in 
divorce or from a previous nonmarried rela-
tionship and their custodial children are not 
from their deceased spouse.

9 The proportion of custodial mothers who 
were 40 years or older in 1994 (25.4 percent) 
was not statistically different from the propor-
tion of custodial mothers who were under 30 
years of age in 2012 (24.0 percent).

a high school education, and 17.1 
percent had at least an associate’s 
degree. By 2012, the proportion 
of custodial mothers who had 
not graduated from high school 
decreased to 15.6 percent, and the 
proportion with at least an asso-
ciate’s degree increased to 30.4 
percent.10

Under half (47.8 percent) of cus-
todial mothers were non-Hispanic 
White, more than one-quarter were 
Black (27.5 percent), and 21.4 
percent were Hispanic. Custodial 
fathers were more likely than cus-
todial mothers to be non-Hispanic 
White (60.6 percent), less likely 
to be Black (16.3 percent), and 
the proportion who were Hispanic 
(18.8 percent) was not statisti-
cally different from the proportion 
of custodial mothers who were 
Hispanic.11

While the majority of custodial par-
ents had one child (56.8 percent), 
custodial mothers were more likely 
than custodial fathers to have two 
or more children living with them 
in 2012 (45.3 percent and 33.7 
percent, respectively).12

10 The proportion of custodial mothers 
with at least an associate’s degree in 1994 
(17.1 percent) was not statistically different 
from the proportion of custodial mothers with 
less than a high school education in 2012 
(15.6 percent).

11 The proportion of custodial mothers 
who were Hispanic (21.4 percent) was not 
statistically different from the proportion 
of custodial fathers who were Black (16.3 
percent), both of which were not statistically 
different from the proportion of custodial 
fathers who were Hispanic (18.8 percent). 
Hispanics may be any race and in this report 
data for Hispanics overlap slightly with data 
for the Black population. Based on the 2012 
CPS April supplement, 7.2 percent of Black 
custodial parents were Hispanic. Data for 
the separate American Indian and Alaska 
Native populations and the Native Hawaiian 
and Other Pacific Islander population are not 
shown in this report because of their small 
sample size.

12 See Detailed Table 4 at <www.census 
.gov/people/childsupport/data/detailedtables 
.html>.

Poverty

The poverty level for custodial- 
parent families declined between 
1993 (33.3 percent) and 2001 
(23.4 percent) (Figure 1). The 
2011 poverty rate of all custodial-
parent families (28.9 percent) was 
higher than 2001 and about twice 
that of the total population (15.0 
percent).13 

Poverty rates varied greatly among 
types of custodial-parent families. 
The poverty rate of custodial-
mother families in 2011 (31.8 
percent) was about double the 
poverty rate for custodial-father 
families (16.2 percent). Some of 
the highest poverty rates (about 
57 percent) were found among 
 custodial-mother families in which 
the mother had less than a high 
school education, participated 
in one or more public assistance 
programs, or had three or more 
children.14 Families in which custo-
dial mothers had full-time, year-
round employment or who had a 
bachelor’s degree or higher tended 
to have much lower levels of pov-
erty (10.0 percent and 9.3 percent, 
respectively).15 

13 Carmen DeNavas-Walt, Bernadette D. 
Proctor, and Jessica C. Smith, U.S. Census 
Bureau, Current Population Reports, P60-
243, Income, Poverty, and Health Insur-
ance  Coverage in the United States: 2011, 
U.S. Government Printing Office, Washington, 
DC, 2012.

14 Estimates for poverty for the total 
population are from the 2012 ASEC, for 
which information on the source of data 
and accuracy of the estimates is available 
at <www.census.gov/hhes/www/p60_243sa 
.pdf>.

15 The poverty rate of custodial mothers 
with full-time, year-round employment (10.0 
percent) was not statistically different from 
the rate for mothers with a bachelor’s degree 
or higher (9.3 percent). See Detailed Table 4 
at <www.census.gov/people/childsupport 
/data/detailedtables.html>. 
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emPloyment and 
PartIcIPatIon In 
government assIstance 
Programs

The level of full-time, year-round 
employment for custodial moth-
ers decreased from 52.3 percent 
in 2001 to 47.0 percent in 2011. 
Full-time, year-round employment 
also decreased for custodial fathers 
during this period, from 71.7 per-
cent to 65.9 percent. For custodial- 
parent families below poverty in 
2011, about 15.1 percent were 
employed full-time, year-round and 
about half (49.0 percent) were not 
employed (Figure 2). 

The rate of participation in at 
least one public assistance pro-
gram has increased for custodial 

parents in the last few years.16 
Among custodial mothers, 34.9 
percent received at least one 
form of public assistance in 2007. 
By 2011, this proportion had 
increased to 42.9 percent. Custo-
dial fathers were less likely than 
custodial mothers to participate 
in at least one public assistance 
program in 2011 (23.3 percent). 
Specifically, receipt of benefits 
from the  Supplemental Nutrition 
Assistance Program (SNAP), com-
monly referred to as food stamps, 
increased from 23.5 percent in 

16 Public assistance program participa-
tion includes those receiving at least one 
of the following: Medicaid, food stamps, 
public housing or rent subsidy, Temporary 
 Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), or gen-
eral assistance. The Personal  Responsibility 
and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act of 
1996 (PRWORA), more commonly known as 
the 1996 Welfare Reform Act, replaced the 
AFDC program with the TANF program.

2007 to 34.3 percent for custodial 
mothers in 2011.17

cHIld suPPort 
agreements and 
custody

Approximately half (48.9 percent) 
of all 14.4 million custodial parents 
had a court order or some type 
of agreement to receive financial 
support from the noncustodial 
parent(s) in 2012 (Table 2). The 
majority (88.8 percent) of the 7.1 
million parents with agreements 
were reported by the custodial par-
ent as formal legal agreements—
established by a court or other 
government entity—while 11.2 
percent were informal agreements 
or understandings.18 

The percentage of custodial moth-
ers who had child support agree-
ments or awards in 1994 was 59.8 
percent and increased to 64.2 
percent in 2004.19 Between 2004 
and 2012, the percentage declined 
to 53.4 percent. The percentage of 
custodial fathers with child support 
agreements or awards was 28.8 
percent in 2012. Historically, the 
proportion of custodial fathers with 
awards has been lower than that of 
custodial mothers. 

17 The proportion of custodial mothers 
who received at least one form of public 
assistance in 2007 (34.9 percent) was not 
statistically different from the proportion of 
custodial mothers who received SNAP in 2011 
(34.3 percent). The proportion of custodial 
fathers who received at least one form of 
public assistance in 2011 (23.3 percent) was 
not statistically different from the propor-
tion of custodial mothers who received SNAP 
benefits in 2007 (23.5 percent). 

18 An informal agreement is any written or 
verbal agreement or understanding that was 
never approved or ordered by a court or a 
government agency and is generally consid-
ered not legally binding. See Detailed Table 9 
at <www.census.gov/people/childsupport 
/data/detailedtables.html>.

19 The proportion of custodial mothers 
with agreements in 2004 (64.2 percent) was 
not statistically different from the estimates 
for 2000 (62.2 percent) and 2002 (63.0 
percent).

Figure 1.
Poverty Status of Custodial Parents: 1993–2011

Note: For information on confidentiality protection, sampling error, nonsampling error, and 
definitions, see <www.census.gov/prod/techdoc/cps/cpsmar12.pdf>. 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, April 1994 to 2012.
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Figure 2.
Employment Status of Custodial Parents by Gender and Poverty Status: 1993–2011

Note: For information on confidentiality protection, sampling error, nonsampling error, and definitions, see 
<www.census.gov/prod/techdoc/cps/cpsmar12.pdf>.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, April 1994 to 2012.
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Table 2.
demographic characteristics of custodial Parents by award status and Payments 
received: 2011
(Numbers in thousands, as of spring 2012. Parents living with own children under 21 years of age whose other parent is not 
living in the home. For information on confidentiality protection, sampling error, nonsampling error, and definitions, see  
www.census.gov/prod/techdoc/cps/cpsmar12.pdf)

Characteristic

Total

With child support agreements or awards

Total Percent

Due child support payments in 2011

Total

Average 
due 

(in dollars)

Average 
received 

(in dollars)
Percent 

received

Received all 
payments

Did not receive 
payments

Total Percent Total Percent

All Custodial Parents
    Total   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 14,440 7,057 48 .9 6,262 6,052 3,771 62 .3 2,716 43 .4 1,621 25 .9
      Standard error  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

Sex

293 208 1 .1 196 136 122 1 .2 130 1 .0 100 0 .7

Male  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 2,643 760 28 .8 674 5,527 3,015 54 .6 279 41 .4 216 32 .0
Female  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

Age

11,797 6,297 53 .4 5,588 6,115 3,862 63 .2 2,438 43 .6 1,405 25 .1

Under 30 years   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 3,083 1,313 42 .6 1,170 4,090 2,063 50 .4 428 36 .6 368 31 .5
30 to 39 years  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 5,315 2,818 53 .0 2,575 6,220 3,705 59 .6 1,070 41 .6 625 24 .3
40 years and over   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

Race and Ethnicity1

6,041 2,926 48 .4
 

2,517 6,791 4,633 68 .2
 

1,219 48 .4 627 24 .9

White alone  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 9,829 5,257 53 .5 4,664 6,158 3,895 63 .3 2,046 43 .9 1,167 25 .0
  White alone, not Hispanic   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 7,244 4,030 55 .6 3,585 6,257 4,159 66 .5 1,642 45 .8 821 22 .9
Black alone   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 3,677 1,390 37 .8 1,265 5,442 3,309 60 .8 532 42 .1 340 26 .9

Hispanic (any race)  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

Current Marital Status2

3,021 1,378 45 .6 1,202 6,086 3,147 51 .7 450 37 .4 386 32 .1

Married   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 2,630 1,431 54 .4 1,276 5,611 3,388 60 .4 546 42 .8 326 25 .5
Divorced   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 4,772 2,669 55 .9 2,404 6,811 4,435 65 .1 1,164 48 .4 559 23 .3
Separated   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 1,813 804 44 .3 666 6,017 3,947 65 .6 327 49 .1 153 23 .0
Never married  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

Educational Attainment

5,060 2,076 41 .0 1,857 5,438 3,131 57 .6 652 35 .1 564 30 .4

Less than high school diploma   .  .  .  .  . 2,183 917 42 .0 800 5,048 2,536 50 .2 291 36 .4 268 33 .5
High school graduate  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 4,557 2,101 46 .1 1,809 5,924 3,570 60 .3 765 42 .3 525 29 .0
Less than 4 years of college  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 5,072 2,707 53 .4 2,425 5,891 3,563 60 .5 1,040 42 .9 569 23 .5
Bachelor’s degree or more   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .

Selected Characteristics
Family income below 2011 poverty 

2,628 1,332 50 .7 1,228 7,212 5,281 73 .2 621 50 .6 259 21 .1

level  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 4,180 1,992 47 .7 1,707 5,448 3,273 60 .1 676 39 .6 466 27 .3
Worked full-time, year-round  .  .  .  .  .  .  .
Public assistance program 

7,289 3,518 48 .3 3,160 6,258 3,777 60 .4 1,406 44 .5 802 25 .4

participation3  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 5,675 2,749 48 .4 2,389 5,368 3,180 59 .2 954 39 .9 693 29 .0
With one child   .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 8,209 3,543 43 .2 3,149 5,458 3,155 57 .8 1,349 42 .8 832 26 .4
With two or more children  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .
Child had contact with other  

6,231 3,513 56 .4 3,113 6,653 4,394 66 .0 1,367 43 .9 788 25 .3

parent in 2011  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .
Child had no contact with other  

9,313 4,855 52 .1 4,322 6,314  4,257 67 .4 2,120 49 .1 988 22 .9

parent in 2011  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 5,127 2,202 42 .9 1,940 5,467 2,689 49 .2 596 30 .7 632 32 .6
Joint physical or legal custody  .  .  .  .  .  . 3,527 2,081 59 .0 1,847 6,859 4,957 72 .3 1,040 56 .3 323 17 .5

1 Includes those reporting one race alone and not in combination with any other race .
2 Excludes 165,000 with marital status of widowed .
3 Received either Medicaid, food stamps, public housing or rent subsidy, TANF, or general assistance .
Source: U .S . Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, April 2012 .
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Child support award rates varied 
by other demographic custodial-
parent characteristics. Custodial 
parents who were under 30 years 
of age, Black, never married, or had 
less than a high school education 
tended to have lower rates of child 
support awards or agreements 
(Table 2). Custodial parents who 
were non-Hispanic White, divorced, 
married, lived with two or more 
children from a noncustodial parent 
in 2012, or had joint physical or 
legal custody in 2011 had higher 
rates of child support agreements 
or awards.

Among custodial parents who had 
some type of agreement or award 
for child support in 2011, about 
half (51.2 percent) consisted of sit-
uations where the noncustodial par-
ents were considered to have visita-
tion privileges with their children, 
but did not have shared legal or 
physical custody of their children. 
An additional 29.5 percent included 
some type of joint-custody situa-
tion (physical and/or legal), and 
19.3 percent consisted of neither 
noncustodial parental visitation nor 
any type of joint custody.

When the 7.9 million custodial 
parents without any type of legal 

agreement and those with infor-
mal agreements were asked why 
a legal child support agreement 
was not established, the reason 
cited most often was that the other 
parent(s) provided what he or she 
could for support (36.8 percent). 
Other primary reasons given were 
that the other parent(s) could not 
afford to pay child support and 
that the custodial parents did not 
feel the need to go to court or get 
legal agreements (about 33 percent 
each, Figure 3).20 

20 Respondents could choose more than 
one reason why a formal legal agreement was 
not established. 

Figure 3.
Reasons No Legal Agreement Established for Custodial Parents: 2012         

Note: Universe is 7.9 million custodial parents without agreements or with informal agreements; excludes those with pending agreements.
The total exceeds 100 percent because respondents could list more than one reason. For information on confidentiality protection, 
sampling error, nonsampling error, and definitions, see <www.census.gov/prod/techdoc/cps/cpsmar12.pdf>.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, April 2012.
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cHIld suPPort receIPt

Of the 7.1 million custodial parents 
with child support agreements or 
awards, 6.3 million (88.7 percent) 
were due child support payments 
in 2011. The remaining 800,000 
custodial parents with child sup-
port agreements or awards were 
not due child support payments 
because either the child(ren) was 
too old, the noncustodial parent(s) 
had died, the family lived together 
part of the year before the inter-
view, or some other reason. Nine 
of every 10 custodial parents 
(89.2 percent) who were due child 
support were mothers (Table 2).21

21 The proportion of custodial parents with 
agreements due child support (88.7 percent) 
was not statistically different from the propor-
tion of custodial parents due support who 
were mothers (89.2 percent). 

child support Paid

In 2010, the CPS ASEC began asking a series of additional questions 
about a variety of topics in order to develop a Supplemental Poverty 
Measure (SPM) to serve as an additional indicator of economic well-
being. Included were questions that asked respondents if they had 
children living elsewhere and how much child support they paid during 
the previous calendar year. 

Analysis of these data shows that a weighted 2.9 million respondents 
reported paying an annual mean average of about $6,580 in child 
support for their children during 2011. These payments may have 
been paid directly to the custodial parent, or to the state child support 
enforcement agency, which, depending on the state, may have passed 
all, some, or none of these payments on to the custodial parent. The 
number of child support payers was lower and the amount paid was 
higher in the 2012 CPS ASEC than in the 2012 CPS-CSS. 

For additional information about the SPM and the data collected, please 
see <www.census.gov/hhes/povmeas/methodology/supplemental 
/research.html>

Figure 4.
Custodial Parents Receiving Full, Partial, or No Child Support Payments Due: 1993−2011

Note: For information on confidentiality protection, sampling error, nonsampling error, and definitions, see 
<www.census.gov/prod/techdoc/cps/cpsmar12.pdf>.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, April 1994 to 2012.
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About three-quarters (74.1 per-
cent) of custodial parents who 
were due child support in 2011 
received either full or partial child 
support payments. Approximately 
43.4 percent of custodial parents 
due support received all payments 
they were due, and 30.7 percent 
received some, but not all, child 
support payments due. Approxi-
mately one-quarter (25.9 percent) 
of custodial parents due child 
support received no payments 
from their children’s noncustodial 
parent(s) (Figure 4). 

For the 1.7 million custodial par-
ents below the poverty level and 
due child support in 2011, 39.6 
percent received all support that 
was due, an increase from 26.4 
percent in 1993. 

Except for gender, where the pro-
portion of custodial mothers who 
received full payments in 2011 
(43.6 percent) was not statistically 
different from the proportion of 
custodial fathers receiving full pay-
ments (41.4 percent), the receipt 
of full child support due differed 
by the demographic characteristics 

of the custodial parent.22 In 2011, 
some of the lowest rates of receiv-
ing all child support that was due 
belonged to custodial parents who 
were under 30 years old (36.6 per-
cent), had less than a high school 
education (36.4 percent), had never 
been married (35.1 percent), or 
whose child had no contact with 

22 The proportion of all custodial parents 
below poverty who received full child support 
in 2011 (39.6 percent) was not statistically 
different from the proportion of custodial 
mothers who received full child support 
payments in 2011 (43.6 percent) nor the 
proportion of custodial fathers who received 
full payments in 2011 (41.4 percent). 

Figure 5.
Custodial Parents Due Child Support Who Received Full Amount, by Selected
Characteristics: 2011         

Note: Total exceeds 100 percent because respondents could list more than one type. For information on confidentiality protection,
sampling error, nonsampling error, and definitions, see <www.census.gov/prod/techdoc/cps/cpsmar12.pdf>.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, April 2012.
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the noncustodial parent(s) (30.7 
percent). These rates were not sta-
tistically different from each other 
(Figure 5).

Custodial parents who had at 
least a bachelor’s degree (50.6 
percent), whose child had contact 
with their noncustodial parent(s) 
(49.1 percent), who were divorced 
(48.4 percent), or were 40 years 
or older (48.4 percent) had some 
of the higher rates of receiving all 
child support payments that were 
due in 2011. More than half (56.3 
percent) of custodial parents with 
joint physical or legal child custody 
situations received the full child 
support that was due from the non-
custodial parent(s).23

amount of cHIld 
suPPort receIved

In 2011, the 6.3 million custo-
dial parents who were due child 
support under the terms of legal 
awards or informal agreements 
were due an annual mean average 
of $6,050, or approximately $500 
per month. The median amount 
of child support due in 2011 was 
$4,800, meaning half of custodial 
parents were due less than that 
amount and half of them were due 
more. Among custodial parents 
who had agreements for child 
support, a total of $37.9 billion in 
child support payments was due in 
2011.24 

23 All rates of receiving full child support 
among the groups in this paragraph were not 
statistically different from each other except 
for custodial parents whose child had contact 
with their noncustodial parent (49.1 percent), 
custodial parents who were divorced (48.4 
percent), and custodial parents who were 40 
years or older (48.4 percent), which were all 
statistically different from the proportion of 
custodial parents with joint legal or physical 
custody who received full support in 2011 
(56.3 percent).

24 See Detailed Table 1 at <www.census 
.gov/people/childsupport/data/detailedtables 
.html>.

The mean annual amount of child 
support received by custodial 
parents who were due support 
payments in 2011 was $3,770, or 
about $315 per month. The median 
annual amount of child sup-
port received was lower, $2,400. 
About one-quarter (26.4 percent) 
of custodial parents due support 
received $5,000 or more in annual 
child support payments. A total of 
$23.6 billion of child support due 
was reported as received, or about 
62.3 percent of the $37.9 billion 
that was due. The 2011 proportion 
and amounts were not statistically 
different from 1993, when $24.0 
billion of the $36.7 billion (65.3 

percent) of child support due was 
reported as received (Figure 6).25

In 2011, custodial mothers received 
$19.5 billion of the $31.7 billion 
in support that was due (63.2 

25 Overall, custodial parents reported 
receiving $25.5 billion directly from the 
noncustodial parent for support of their 
children in 2011, which included $1.9 billion 
received by 659,000 parents without current 
awards or agreements. The $23.6 billion 
received by custodial parents due support in 
2011 was not statistically different from the 
$24.0 billion received by custodial parents 
with agreements and due support in 1993. 
Custodial parents receiving child support 
without current awards include those with 
awards for children past the age of eligibility 
for payments, those with awards officially 
starting after 2011, and those with no legal 
awards or informal arrangements. These 
parents received a mean average of $2,880 in 
annual child support in 2011, an amount not 
statistically different from the mean child sup-
port received by custodial parents due child 
support in 2011 ($3,770). Amounts from 
1993 are in 2011 CPI-U-RS adjusted dollars.

Figure 6.
Average Aggregate Child Support Received and
Not Received for Child Support Due: 1993–2011

Note: For information on confidentiality protection, sampling error, nonsampling error,
and definitions, see <www.census.gov/prod/techdoc/cps/cpsmar12.pdf>. 
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, April 1994 to 2012.
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percent), and custodial fathers 
received $2.0 billion of the $3.7 
billion that was due (54.6 percent). 
These proportions of child support 
received by mothers and fathers 
were not statistically different from 
each other.

cHIld suPPort and 
Income

The mean annual amount of child 
support received by the 4.6 mil-
lion custodial parents who received 
at least some of the support they 
were due ($5,090) represented 
16.1 percent of their mean annual 
personal income in 2011 ($31,520). 
Child support represented 10.2 
percent of income for the 1.9 mil-
lion parents who received part of 
the full support they were due and 
19.8 percent for the 2.7 million 
custodial parents who received 
all child support that they were 
due. The poverty rates among 
these groups were not statistically 
different from each other (about 
24 percent). 

Child support represented a higher 
proportion of income for some 
lower income parents. For example, 
among custodial parents below the 
poverty level who received full pay-
ments, the mean average child sup-
port received in 2011 represented 
two-thirds (66.7 percent) of their 
mean annual personal income.26

The mean personal 2011 income 
for the 1.6 million custodial parents 
who had support agreements but 
received no child support payments 
was $29,630, and among the 7.4 
million custodial parents with no 
support agreements, the mean 
personal income was $31,690, 
amounts not statistically different 
from each other. 

26 See Detailed Tables 4, 5, and 6 at 
<www.census.gov/people/childsupport/data 
/detailedtables.html>.

HealtH Insurance

Of the 7.1 million custodial parents 
who had child support awards or 
agreements in 2011, 52.4 percent 
of their agreements specified who 
was to provide health insurance 
for their children. In 41.7 percent 
of these 3.7 million agreements, 
the noncustodial parent provided 
the health insurance coverage.27 
Among the 2.8 million custodial 
parents with agreements where 
health insurance was not included 
in the child support award, 13.7 
percent received health care cover-
age for their children from the 
noncustodial parent(s). For the 7.4 
million custodial parents without 
a child support agreement, 17.8 
percent had health insurance cover-
age for their children through the 
noncustodial parent(s). Overall, 
approximately 3.2 million non-
custodial parents provided some 
type of health insurance for their 
children in 2011.28  

noncasH cHIld suPPort

In 2011, 56.7 percent of all custo-
dial parents received at least one 
type of noncash support, such as 
gifts or coverage of expenses, from 
the noncustodial parent(s) for their 
children. Custodial fathers were 
more likely than custodial mothers 
to receive some type of noncash 
child support, especially when 
there was no agreement in place. 

27 Health insurance coverage could be 
through a health maintenance organization, a 
regular insurance policy, or some other plan. 
In many states, one or both parents could 
be obligated in a child support agreement to 
carry health insurance for their children. If 
the custodial parent is required to carry the 
coverage, the noncustodial parent(s) may 
be required to contribute toward the cost of 
family coverage. 

28 See Detailed Table 8 at <www.census 
.gov/people/childsupport/data/detailedtables 
.html>. The number of custodial parents with 
child support agreements or awards in 2011 
(7.1 million) was not statistically different from 
the number without agreements (7.4 million).

About 64.8 percent of custodial 
fathers and 53.8 percent of custo-
dial mothers without agreements 
received some noncash support.29

The most common type of non-
cash support received was gifts 
for birthdays, holidays, or other 
occasions (53.5 percent), followed 
by clothes (36.6 percent), food or 
groceries (27.3 percent), medical 
expenses other than health insur-
ance (16.5 percent), and full or 
partial payments for child care 
or summer camp (8.0 percent, 
Figure 7).30

contact WItH 
government for 
assIstance

In 2012, 26.1 percent of all cus-
todial parents had ever contacted 
a child support enforcement 
office (IV-D office), state depart-
ment of social services, or other 
welfare or TANF office for child 
support-related assistance. This 
was a decrease from 1994, when 
42.2 percent of custodial parents 
contacted a government agency for 
help. In addition, the total number 
of individual contacts for related 
assistance decreased 22.5 percent 
during this time, from 13.0 mil-
lion to 10.1 million. Contacts were 
made for many reasons, and the 
reasons provided most frequently 
were to collect child support that 
was due and to establish a legal 
agreement or court award (about 
25 percent each), to obtain welfare 
or public assistance (17.1 percent), 

29 The proportion of all custodial parents 
receiving at least some noncash support in 
2011 (56.7 percent) was not statistically dif-
ferent from the proportion of custodial moth-
ers without agreements who received at least 
some noncash support (53.8 percent).

30 The total of percentages exceeds 100 
because more than one type of noncash sup-
port may have been received. See Detailed 
Table 10 at <www.census.gov/people 
/childsupport/data/detailedtables.html>.



U.S. Census Bureau 13

and to locate the noncustodial 
parent(s) (11.7 percent).31 

source of tHe data

The population represented (the 
population universe) in the Child 
Support Supplement to the April 
2012 Current Population Survey 
is the civilian noninstitutional-
ized population living in the 
United States. The institutional-
ized population, which is excluded 
from the population universe, is 
composed primarily of the popula-
tion in correctional institutions and 
nursing homes (94 percent of the 
4.0 million institutionalized people 
in Census 2010). Approximately 

31 The proportion of custodial parents con-
tacting a governmental agency for assistance 
in collecting child support due (26.0 percent) 
was not statistically different from the propor-
tion contacting to establish a legal agreement 
or court award (24.4 percent). See Detailed 
Table 2 at <www.census.gov/people 
/childsupport/data/detailedtables.html>.

0.3 percent of all children under 21 
years old were institutionalized in 
Census 2010.

The estimates in this report are 
from the 1994 through 2012 April 
biennial supplements to the CPS. 
The Census Bureau conducts the 
April supplement, sponsored in 
part by the Office of Child Support 
Enforcement of the Department of 
Health and Human Services. Data 
from the April 1992 and earlier 
supplements are not directly 
comparable with data from 1994 
and later years because of changes 
made to the questionnaire (see 
the text box “Limitations of the 
Data” for more detail). Because of 
changes made to the allocation pro-
cedures, data for custodial parents 
due and receiving child support 
were revised starting with the April 
1994 survey. Reported estimates 

may differ from those published 
previously due to these changes. 

accuracy of tHe 
estImates

Statistics from sample surveys 
are subject to sampling error and 
nonsampling error. All comparisons 
presented in this report have taken 
sampling error into account and 
are significant at the 90 percent 
confidence level. This means the 
90 percent confidence interval for 
the difference between estimates 
being compared does not include 
zero. Nonsampling error in surveys 
may be attributed to a variety of 
sources, such as how the survey 
was designed, how respondents 
interpret questions, how able and 
willing respondents are to provide 
correct answers, and how accu-
rately answers are coded and clas-
sified. To minimize these errors, 
the Census Bureau employs qual-
ity control procedures in sample 
selection, the wording of questions, 
interviewing, coding, data process-
ing, and data analysis.

The CPS weighting procedure uses 
ratio estimation whereby sample 
estimates are adjusted to inde-
pendent estimates of the national 
population by age, race, sex, and 
Hispanic origin. This weighting 
partially corrects for bias due to 
undercoverage, but biases may still 
be present when people who are 
missed by the survey differ from 
those interviewed in ways other 
than age, race, sex, and Hispanic 
origin. How this weighting proce-
dure affects other variables in the 
survey is not precisely known. All 
of these considerations affect com-
parisons across different surveys or 
data sources.

Figure 7.
Noncash Support Received by Custodial Parents: 2012

Note: Total exceeds 100 percent because respondents could list more than one type. For
information on confidentiality protection, sampling error, nonsampling error, and definitions,
see <www.census.gov/prod/techdoc/cps/cpsmar12.pdf>.
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Current Population Survey, April 2012.
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Further information on the source 
of the data and accuracy of the esti-
mates, including standard errors 
and confidence intervals, can be 
found at <www.census.gov/prod 
/techdoc/cps/cpsmar12.pdf> 
or by contacting Stephen Clark 
of the Demographic Statistical 
 Methods Division via e-mail at 

<dsmd.source.and.accuracy 
@census.gov>.

more InformatIon

Detailed tabulations, related 
information, and historic data 
are available on the Internet at 
the child support page on the 
Census Bureau’s Web site at 

<www.census.gov/people 
/childsupport>.

For additional questions or com-
ments, contact Timothy Grall at 
301-763-3189 or via e-mail at 
<Timothy.Scott.Grall@census.gov>. 
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